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Chapter 1

“Captain, we will pop out of warpdrive in ten minutes,” Z said through the speaker system in my quarters.

“Great. I’m getting out of the shower. I’ll be right there,” I replied. I had just hit the shower air vacuum, it had blown all of the water off my body and sucked it down the drain to be filtered for reuse.

“Alright, see you soon,” she said, and then I heard the chime of the audio connection closing.

I stepped out of the shower and reached for my toothbrush. It was concealed behind a mirrored cabinet, and something dark flashed behind me when I opened the polished door. I spun around with my hands up to block any attack against my face, but there was no one standing behind me that I could see. Nor could I smell anyone.

“Kasta?” I turned my head toward the open door of my suite. The android woman normally wore strong gardenia perfume, but I guessed she would be able to move around without scent if she didn’t wear any.

No one answered, and the hairs on the back of my neck rose. I took the four steps to reach the edge of the bathroom door, and I leaned out to see if there was anyone in my room. There was no one there, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching me.

“Persephone?” I asked, even though I felt all kinds of stupid for trying to talk to the ship.

As expected, the ship didn’t answer me.

I was suddenly conscious of my naked body, and I looked toward my bedroom. My closet was filled with the tight-fitting flight suits, but I stepped back into the bathroom, grabbed my toothbrush, and then went to work on cleaning my mouth instead of walking across the room. I’d had a lot of alcohol to drink in the last three days. While I hadn’t gotten drunk, my mouth still carried the sour taste of too much booze. I wanted to get rid of the taste more than I cared about any of the women on the ship seeing me naked.

“Eye yah.” I heard a whisper behind me as soon as I bent my head down to rinse my mouth. I spun around again and saw a flash of dark feathers travel from my bathroom into my room.

“Hello?” I put set my toothbrush on the counter and then walked back to my room. There was still no one there, and I sighed.

“Where are you?” I asked.

“Eye yah?” I heard her whisper behind me. I thought about spinning around to see her, but I stopped myself and kept my eyes focused on the couch at the far end of my suite.

Then I felt hands circle my waist. Her body was warm as she pressed the front of her chest against my back. The embrace was gentle, caring, and I felt her inhale deeply before she released her breath in a long sigh.

“Eye yahhhhhh,” she breathed, and with that breath, a warm rush of pleasure descended my spine.

“We will be at Y-114-a soon,” I whispered. “Mind telling me what we need to do here?”

“Yahhh,” she said after a few moments.

“That doesn’t help.” I reached down to where her hands lay on my bare stomach and laid my palms over hers. The skin of her hands was smooth, but it felt as if she was wearing some sort of lace sleeves. I didn’t want to risk looking down at her hands since that might cause her to disappear.

“Eye yah eye.” Her voice seemed to fill my mind. It almost felt as if Eve was speaking to me, but I could hear Persephone’s voice in my ears.

Was this really Persephone? How? Was she alive? Eve seemed to think so, and my friend thought the ship had feelings. How was she manifesting herself? Was she some sort of ghost? I never believed in ghosts, so I thought the idea somewhat ridiculous.

But then again, I’d never believed in weretigers or vampires.

“Should we be ready to fight?” I asked, but the woman’s arms just tightened a bit around my waist, and she didn’t reply.

“Uhhh, Captain? You in there?” Z’s voice came across my room half a second after I heard the chime from the com system.

“Yeah. Sorry. We about to drop out?”

“Uhhh, yeah. In about a minute,” Z said. Her voice sounded a bit concerned.

“Be right there.”

“You just said that.”

“Sorry. Got distracted,” I said.

“By what?

“Never mind,” I replied.

“Okay.” I heard the beep signaling the closing of the com, and I realized the woman’s arms were no longer around my stomach, nor was her warm body pressed against my naked back. I couldn’t even recall the moment when she disappeared. It was as if she had faded into thin air.

“Persephone?” I glanced around the room to see if she was still standing behind me. I didn’t see anyone, and I wondered if I was going crazy. First, it was the map of the three planets stuck in-between the two red dwarf suns, then it was her whispering in my ear to show me the city coastline of Y-114-a.

Now she was making an appearance in my room.

If it was Persephone, how was she communicating with me? I hadn’t really searched my captain’s quarters, but I hadn’t spotted any sort of hologram projection devices in the roof. It was possible that the ship’s AI was using a technology I wasn’t familiar with.

What if the strange voice wasn’t Persephone?

“Adam!” Z’s voice came through my room, and I flinched.

“Be right there!” I growled back as I jumped into my closet. I yanked the closest flight suit from the hanger, slipped my legs into it, and then punched my arms through the sleeves. I was still zipping out the front of the suit when I walked out the door of the room.

“Prepare for battle,” I said as I walked onto the bridge, sat in my big leather chair, and buckled my harness. “We don’t know what to expect.”

“Aye, Captain,” Eve, Kasta, and Paula said. They were already in their seats: Eve in the copilot’s chair to my right and the twins behind me at the gunner and drone stations. Z was in the main pilot’s seat on my left, and the blonde woman frowned at me before she turned back to her controls.

She had tried to talk to me a few times during the three days we spent with Jatal’s people. I’d told her that I still needed time to think about our relationship. At first, she nodded and didn’t seem to mind, but as the long rhodium miner party stretched to the third day, her mood soured. Now she kept shooting me questioning looks.

“We are leaving warp in five… four… three… two… one,” Z stated and then the stars popped into view. Persephone displayed a green and blue planet that reminded me a lot of the pictures I had seen of Earth.

“Well, there is Y-114-a,” Z said. “Now what?”

As if on cue, Persephone's alarms sounded as the display zoomed in to focus on four starships grouped together on the horizon of the far planet. The ships were highlighted in red, and the side of the screen began to fill with crimson text.

 

Destroyer Class Fighter: ZZDCF-8970-AA4

Manufactured by: Zerda Zan Conglomerate. Centari Jay-413-c

Branding: Lith Dae Navy. First Fleet. Moreleen arm.

Hyperdrive: ZZ-Chaser-453. 45 hours to 1 light year.

Warpdrive: No

Foldingdrive: No

Length: 105 meters

Estimated Crew: 44

Estimated fighter craft: 12

Estimated drone payload: 6

Heavy plasma cannons: 2

Light plasma guns: 2

Laser arrays: 1

 

Frigate Class Transport: ZZFF-3452-CA2

Manufactured by: Zerda Zan Conglomerate. Centari Jay-413-c

Branding: Lith Dae Navy. First Fleet. Moreleen arm.

Hyperdrive: ZZ-Standard-221. 85 hours to 1 light year.

Warpdrive: No

Foldingdrive: No

Length: 60 meters

Estimated Crew: 20

Estimated fighter craft: 2

Estimated drone payload: 4

Heavy plasma cannons: 1

Light plasma guns: 1

Laser arrays: 0

 

Frigate Class Transport: ZZFF-3452-BA2

Manufactured by: Zerda Zan Conglomerate. Centari Jay-413-c

Branding: Lith Dae Navy. First Fleet. Moreleen arm.

Hyperdrive: ZZ-Standard-231. 84 hours to 1 light year.

Warpdrive: No

Foldingdrive: No

Length: 65 meters

Estimated Crew: 18

Estimated fighter craft: 2

Estimated drone payload: 4

Heavy plasma cannons: 1

Light plasma guns: 1

Laser arrays: 0

 

Light Hull Patrol Class: SBAP-SAS3

Manufactured by: Orange Fox Designs, Borna System-1

Branding: Lith Dae Navy. First Fleet. Moreleen arm.

Hyperdrive: FZ-Henry. 44 hours to 1 light year.

Warpdrive: No

Foldingdrive: No

Length: 35 meters

Estimated Crew: 10

Estimated fighter craft: 0

Estimated drone payload: 6

Heavy plasma cannons: 2

Light plasma guns: 2

Laser arrays: 1

 

“The destroyer is sending us a communication,” Eve said as the four ships turned slowly to face us.

“Okay, let’s hear it,” I said.

Eve nodded once, and then she pressed a finger down on her controls.

“Persephone, this is Captain Lachie of the Lith Dae Navy, state your business in this system.” It was a woman’s voice, and her words were heavy with annoyance.

“This is Adam, I’m captain of Persephone,” I said. “We are traders, just looking for a place to buy, sell, and maybe take on some shipping work.”

“Persephone, scanners seem to think that your ship is military,” the woman said.

“We’ve got a few heavy cannons for protection. Standard practice in the galaxy,” I said.

“What are you trading?” she asked.

“Rhodium,” I answered.

The other captain didn’t say anything for a few moments, and I wondered if she had lost my transmission, but then her voice came across. “We’ll board you to inspect your supplies.”

Z turned to me vigorously; shaking her head in the negative.

“Captain Lachie, this seems highly unusual,” I said as I motioned for Eve to mute the line. She did so, and then nodded to me.

“Something is off,” I said to my friends. “Is the planet sending any signal out?”

“Persephone's sensors have not picked up anything.” Eve shrugged.

“I don’t want those fucks setting foot on Persephone,” Z hissed.

“We can set up drones at the cargo hold,” one of the twins, Kasta, I thought, said from behind me.

“If you wish to land on Uraniel, we will be coming aboard and inspecting your ship. If you don’t like it, you can leave the system, Persephone.” Captain Lachie’s voice was a rough growl. I suspected she’d prefer that I pick option C, and try to battle them.

“We can send a probe drone down to the surface of the planet,” Paula said.

“They would probably see it,” Z said with a heavy sigh.

“True, but it is possible they are using their technology to jam a signal from the planet’s surface,” Kasta said.

“Or they could be part of the planet’s defense force, and they want to inspect every ship before it lands,” I said.

“Eve, please unmute us.”

“Yes, Captain,” the vampire replied before she pressed a button on her controls.

“My apologies, Captain Lachie. We mean no disrespect. The last few places we’ve been have welcomed us with open arms when we told them we had rhodium to trade.”

“That’s not how we do things here. Will you let us board you, or will you be leaving?” the woman spat.

“Yes, which ship will you be sending over?” I asked.

“All four of us will be approaching,” the woman said.

“That is also unusual. We would prefer that only one of your ships come to dock with us, and we can show what we have in our hold.”

“We will do a full inspection of your ship, Persephone, not just your hold,” the woman stated aggressively, and I had to take a deep breath.

Z turned to me again and shook her head. Eve also looked toward me concerned.

“Sorry, Captain Lachie, that won’t work for us.”

“Then leave the solar system immediately, and do not return,” the woman replied bluntly.

“Are you part of the government on the planet? It seems as if people would want traders to visit.”

“This is your final warning, Persephone. You have ten seconds to leave, or we will attack.

I motioned for Eve to mute. She nodded as she muted the communication.

“Think we can take them?” Z grimaced.

“We took out two of Elaka Nota’s ships a few days ago,” I said.

“Yeah, but that was two against one. This is four against one. It’s not like we have anything close to a full crew,” the blonde hacker said.

“Elaka Nota’s ships were better armed. Eve, can you zoom in on the destroyer?”

“Yes,” she replied, but the ship grew larger on the screen before the dark-haired beauty even moved her hand to the controls.

“It looks old,” I said as I glanced at the lines on the hull. There were obvious patches of metal in parts of the hull and some of the rivets weren’t clean. The destroyer didn’t look like it was built of scrap metal, but it wasn’t anything close to assembly line new.

“Plasma fire from old cannons will still hurt,” Z said.

Then my friend gasped when the four ships blurred and appeared next to us.

“Dive! Full thrust!” I shouted, and the hacker pushed Persephone's controls forward.

My stomach dropped for half a second as our black manta ray shaped vessel dove straight down. There was a blast of blue plasma fire around us, but Z spun Persephone like a top and then banked hard to evade all of them.

“Fire port side at the patrol ship,” I ordered as the small vessel came up on our right side.

“Firing cannons,” the twins said in unison, and I saw a salvo of red plasma balls fly out of Persephone’s left side. The smaller enemy vessel was moving quickly though, dancing nimbly between the twin’s shots and easily avoiding the plasma balls.

“Destroyer is on our tail!” Z screeched a second after Persephone's view screen split to show our rear view. Sure enough, the largest of the enemy vessels had followed our dive, and the other two frigates were lined up right behind it.

“Z, bank hard right, then pull up,” I ordered. “Who’s on the rear cannon?”

“I am,” Eve said as Persephone banked up.

“Keep them off us,” I said as I unbuckled my harness. It was going to be risky to jump back to one of the gunner’s chairs, so I waited for a moment where it looked like Z was keeping Persephone level before throwing myself into the station next to Kasta.

“Focus on the destroyer!” I shouted as I took control of one of the light plasma guns. I set my crosshairs on the small dot of the distant ship, waited half a moment to gauge its movement speed, and squeezed the trigger. My shot had gone as I expected, and the long red streak of plasma hit the front of the destroyer exactly where I thought it would hit. The vessel didn’t have shields, and the front triangle of the ship bent with the hot impact of our shot.

“I’m diving!” Z said as soon as the destroyer and two frigates opened fire on us with another wave of blue plasma.

My stomach lurched again, and I heard Kasta sigh next to me. I realized that I was really sitting next to Paula, and I wondered if the other sister felt any g-forces. If the android didn’t, she might make the optimal pilot.

But first, we had to take out these four assholes.

“Pulling up!” Z grunted, and then my stomach tried to press into my spleen. I was trying to line up my shots while Persephone spun, but it was akin to trying to catch a leaf during a tornado. All of my shots completely missed their targets.

Luckily, the enemy’s blue plasma balls were also missing us, so I didn’t really mind Z’s complex maneuvers.

“Try to get a shot off now!” The hacker held Persephone in a right turn for a good five seconds so we could get a clean sight on the three ships chasing us. Since they were behind us, all three of our heavy plasma cannons were able to come into play. I lined up my own shot with the hopes that I could hit one of the slower moving red balls of energy when it got close to the Destroyer.

“Come on,” I growled as I zoomed in on my screen, let out a slow exhale, and then pulled the trigger. The beam of plasma shot out from my gun, raced across the four thousand meters, and then pierced one of the globes. The ball erupted right before it slammed into the destroyer, and the entire front of the ship was sheared off like it was a styrofoam toy broken in half.

“Yes!” Paula, Kasta, Eve, and I shouted, but then Z spun Persephone downward again, and our celebration was cut short.

We rocked unusually, and Z let out a string of curse words in a language I didn’t understand.

“We get hit?” I asked as I tried to get another shot at the two frigates.

“Yeah, shields soaked up the damage. It’s the patrol boat. The thing is really damn fast, and it's staying right on top of us.” Z turned Persephone again, and I lost complete sight of the two frigates.

“Flip us around so that we can--”

“He keeps moving! I’m trying!” she interrupted me.

“I might be able to get him off us if I launch some of our flying drones,” Kasta said.

“Do it,” I replied.

“I’ll deploy four,” she said, and I turned to see the android woman tap her fingers across the controls of her keyboard.

“Z, take us back around to the frigates while Kasta gets the patrol boat off us.”

“Aye, Captain,” she grunted, and another wave of g-force slammed into me as the hacker twisted Persephone through space. The forward display of my terminal showed us flying right at the pair of enemy ships, and Z twisted Persephone in a spin to dodge between a curtain of blue plasma balls.

“Good job!” I shouted as I toggled over to one of the plasma guns on the front of our ship. Eve and Paula had already sent a half dozen plasma orbs toward the pair of frigates, but my attempts to make them explode near the enemy hulls all missed.

“All four drones are deployed,” Kasta said excitedly.

“Good! Get this fucker off us!” Z shouted as Persephone rocked again.

“Do you know how much damage our shields have taken?” I called out over my shoulder as I took choked the trigger on my controls and sent a spray of red plasma lines toward the frigate on the left.

“No, I haven’t read the damn manual ye--”

“The shields are at ninety-eight percent, Captain,” Paula interrupted.

“How do you know?” Z asked as she had to twist Persephone away from a plume of plasma fire, and we all gasped from the extra G forces caused by the intense speed.

“I… Read… Manual…” Paula panted as soon as we came out of the turn, but I didn’t think that Z heard her.

My stomach was really tight as well, and it felt like my suit was trying to squeeze my spine. The pressure was keeping me focused though, and I squeezed the trigger on my control stick when the frigates swung back into view. My aim was true this time, and my beam sliced into the port side of the one on the right. I didn’t think my single shot would take the ship out, but the vessel seemed to lurch when I hit it, and the trail where my plasma touched began to glow a bright red color.

Then the ship split into two pieces. The rear half began to melt like a candle under a flame thrower, and the forward part spun free like a discarded cigarette butt. The dying ship made one complete rotation through space, and then a red ball of plasma smashed into it. Then the rest of the ship began to melt like the rear portion.

“The patrol ship has sustained a good deal of damage from the drones,” Kasta said. “It appears they will-- no, their ship is falling apart.” There was an orange glow on the top half of my rear terminal display, and I guessed it was coming from the melting hunk of metal that had once been the patrol ship.

“Focus fire on the last--” I started to say, but the women had already launched their plasma balls at the final frigate.

It appeared the enemy ship was trying to retreat, but one of the plasma balls smacked into the stern. The globe of red energy didn’t make the patrol ship melt, but it did knock a big chunk of metal off the back end.

My next two plasma beams missed the retreating ship, but my third punched right up its ass, and the metal by its thrusters began to superheat and glow like a sun. Then the back opened up, one of the thrusters shot free with a spray of light, and the rest of the ship broke apart like an expensive fireworks display.

“Woohooo! We did it! Yeeehhh!” Z shouted and then did half a dozen fist pumps from her seat.

“Yeah,” I said as I let out a long sigh. Then I got out of the gunner seat. Paula raised her hand to me, and I returned her smile as we gave each other high-fives. Then I did the same with Kasta before I returned to the captain’s chair.

“You don’t look that happy,” Z said to me with a raised eyebrow.

“He is worried they were just defending their planet,” Eve said before I could reply.

“I doubt it. I know assholes, and that woman was definitely one.”

“Z, descend into orbit. I’m looking for a large city on a coastline. Eve, can you see if there are any communications coming from the planet now?”

“Yes, I will perform a scan for them again,” the vampire said before she turned back to her controls.

“You know what I realized,” Z said as she tilted Persephone slowly through space. “Our flight suits have pressure pads to help fight against g-forces. We might have passed out otherwise.”

“Yes, it is what the ship’s manual said,” one of the twins said as they sat on either side of me.

“You read the manual?” Z turned over her shoulder and shot the other blonde woman a look of disbelief.

“Yes, it was very interesting. I’m surprised that you--”

“When did you read it?” Z asked. “We’ve been partying non-stop since we brought the Children of Rah their-- oh wait.” The blonde hacker frowned. “I forgot. Android.”

“I’m Paula,” the woman who said she read the manual replied with a shrug.

“I’m Kasta,” the other women said with a smile.

“Oh, for the love of--” Z said.

“No,” Eve said as she smiled at the twins. “They are trying to fool you.”

“Awwww,” Paula groaned and then started to giggle.

“Wait. So the androi--I mean Kasta was the one who read it?” Z asked.

“Of course!” they both said.

“I don’t get drunk or need much sleep. I studied it while Paula was passed out drunk,” Kasta said as she pointed to her sister, and the other woman shrugged again.

“You are doing it again,” Eve smiled, but then she covered her mouth to hide her laugh.

“Awww. This really isn’t that much fun with Eve seeing through our tricks,” the one who I had thought was Paula said. I was getting really confused about their identity now, and I leaned to my left to inhale her scent. She smelled only of her perfume, so I did the same to the woman on my right. She also smelled of the perfume, but there was a faint trace of alcohol, skin oil, and body scent that confirmed she was Paula.

“This is Kasta,” I said as I pointed to the woman on my left.

“Can you style your hair differently or something? Or maybe hair bands or bows or something?” Z asked as she rolled her eyes. “I keep trying to compete with a machine here.”

“Compete?” Kasta asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Uhhh, never mind.” Z’s face turned red. “I’m going to fly the ship now.”

“We can wear bows in our hair,” Paula said. “Adam, would you like us to wear bows in our hair?”

“Or maybe we can wear a choker like Eve,” Kasta said as she pointed to the vampire woman. “It looks very sexy.”

“That would look very nice on each of you. It would accentuate your--” Eve started to say, but Z interrupted.

“I don’t see why you need to ask Adam his preferen--”

“Let’s just get in orbit and find this city,” I ordered. “You all can talk about your wardrobe another time, and without me.”

“Aye, Captain,” the four women replied, and then they turned back to their controls.

It took Z a few minutes to put Persephone in orbit around the planet. Its similarities to Earth were more apparent when we got closer. Y-114-a seemed to have the same amount of ocean covering, landmass, and green foliage as our species’ home world.

“I see a city down there,” Z said.

“That’s not it,” I said as I looked at the screen. “The one Persephone showed me was on the coast.”

“Well, maybe she could do us a favor and show us right now?” The blonde hacker raised her voice a bit when she spoke. “What do you think, Persephone? Do you want to help us out again?”

“Are you trying to talk to the ship?” Kasta asked.

“Uh, yeah?” Z snickered.

“But--”

“Okay, the girl who built a twin android can’t ask me why I’m trying to talk to our spaceship.”

“I’m Kasta,” the twin said. “We just went over this.”

“That proves my point even better, thanks.” Z laughed, and the twins joined her.

“The cities look somewhat modern,” Eve said, and the other three women stopped laughing to look at the zoomed in screen. The distant city looked to be made of concrete, and I saw roads with cars on the road.

But the cars weren’t moving, and our magnified image didn’t show anyone walking around on the streets.

“I’m getting a bad feeling in my stomach,” Z said. “Where is everyone?”

“It does not look like there was any warfare. The buildings are all intact. As are the roads.

“The city on the left!” I said as soon as I saw the familiar coastline on the expanded view of the screen. “That’s it.”

“I will zoom in on it,” Eve said as the zoom shifted over.

The five of us watched in silence as Persephone's camera slowly panned across the buildings and streets. There were plenty of parked cars, but no one walking outside of the buildings.

“The cars are parked neatly,” Paula commented. “There is no trash either. Do you see how organized the streets are?”

“Yeah,” Z said. “The cars are all parked. It doesn’t look like they were attacked, or anything weird. Seemed like they all planned to go at once.”

“Anything on the communication scanners?” I asked Eve again, but the woman shook her head.

“Alright,” I said. “Let’s take her down and land on the outskirts of the city. It looks like there is a field on the south end.”

“You sure?” Z asked. “Maybe we can do a quick fly over to see if anyone comes out and waves at us?”

“What if they wave at us with a rocket launcher?” Paula asked.

“The shields will handle many rockets,” Kasta said.

“Ahhh, good to know,” replied her twin.

“Okay, Make a slow fly over,” I said. “Keep scanners open and let’s see if anyone pops out. If not, we’ll land and see what is going on.”

“Aye, Captain, but I just want to go on record and say that I have a bad feeling about this.” Z let out a long sigh and then began to drop Persephone to the surface of the planet.

“Yeah, me too,” I replied.

 


[image: ]





Chapter 2

Our slow fly over didn’t reveal any living people, but it also didn’t reveal any corpses, signs of war, or anything that would have hinted at why the city was abandoned. Kasta knew how to use some of Persephone’s advanced scanners, and the android twin gave us instructions on accessing them while she leaned over Eve’s chair.

“Scanners are picking up power usage at four points in the city. I will put them on the map.” Eve pressed some buttons on her control terminal, and the front screen displayed a zoomed out blueprint style map of the city. The map showed four glowing points at each corner of the rectangular shaped city. They looked to be deep under the streets, and the skeletal structure of power lines spread out like an ant hill.

“Bunkers?” Z asked.

“Looks like it. Land at the field by the bottom right one,” I said as I pointed to the map on the screen.

“Okay, listen, Captain. You sure you want to do this? There has to be a reason that the whole population of the city is in a bunker a hundred meters under the city.”

“They might have been hiding from the ships in orbit,” Eve commented.

“True,” Z said with a sigh. “Maybe I’m over thinking it. This shit is creeping me out. They should have some sort of communication open to contact us.”

“What about the other cities?” Paula asked. “Should we check them to see if they are--”

“I can review the footage here,” Kasta said. She was almost laying on Eve’s shoulder as she pressed buttons on the vampire’s terminal. “This is a replay of Persephone’s scanners from when we flew over earlier.”

“Also looks deserted,” Z sighed after we watched the feed for a few moments.

“I can think of only two scenarios,” Eve said. “They could be hiding from the ships in orbit, or from a bioweapon on the surface.”

“Maybe those fucks in the ships launched some sort of disease and were waiting for it to kill everyone on the planet. Assholes.” Z spat the words.

“The scanners don’t detect anything in the air,” Kasta was almost sitting in Eve’s lap now, and the vampire woman scooted over so the android could share the copilot’s seat.

“Maybe we need to be closer to the ground?” Paula asked.

“Z, land in the field,” I ordered.

“Aye, Captain,” she said as she turned Persephone back around. Less than a minute later we were on the ground, and Kasta shook her head.

“Still nothing. Air looks clean. A bit of pollution, so I would guess they are using some fossil fuels, but the scanners aren’t picking up any signs of bioweapons.” The android tapped her chin with a long finger and then leaned into Eve. “You are comfy.”

“Thank you,” Eve said with a sincere smile. “I like being close to people.”

“I like being called people.” Kasta laughed.

“Let’s head outside and see what is going on,” I said as I stood.

“That sounds like a good idea,” Z said. “I’ll stay here with Persephone and make sure no one tries to steal her.”

“I thought you put the security lock on her so that no one else could get through the ramp door?” Eve asked.

“Shhhhh,” Z put her finger to her lips and shot the other woman a glare.

“We will go with you, Captain,” Paula said. “Z can stay here.”

“Hey now, I don’t--” Z started to protest, but I raised my hand.

“We are all going. Suit up in the armory,” I ordered, and the five of us walked to the elevator, took it down to the bottom level of Persephone, and then walked into the armory.

I attached the armor plates to my flight suit, threw an ammo vest over my chest, and then threaded my arms through my webbing rig. My two heavy pistols were already attached to the harness, but I also attached my massive chrome revolver to the front. Z and Eve had also bought a few boxes of field medkits. They were the size of shotgun shells, and I slipped a few in my pockets just in case one of my friends got injured. After I equipped my sidearms, I turned to the rack of long weapons on the wall and deliberated for a few moments.

The double-magazine auto-shotgun that Juliette gave me was on display, and I made a mental note to thank the redhead next time I saw her. The weapon wasn’t as comfortable in my hands as the drum-magazine shotgun I had carried on Trappist-1e, but it was a fine piece. I almost took one of the two shotguns, but then the GKS multi-caliber assault rifle caught my eye. I’d taken it from the corpse of one the bushwhackers who tried to kill John Sampson back on Gliese 876-C-ii, but I’d never had a chance to use it. The power pack on the stock indicated it was fully charged, so the weapon was ready to go.

“I’ll take this,” I said to no one in particular as I grabbed the multi-caliber assault rifle. The ammo bag was resting on the table beneath it, and I checked to make sure the magazines and spare power pack were full. I attached the bag to the front of my chest webbing under my revolver, inserted one of the magazines into the weapon, and then looked for the charging handle. There wasn’t an obvious one I could see, but there was a button on the side rear of the slide, and I pressed it with my left pointer finger. The gun made a whispered humming noise, kicked a bit, and I heard a round slide into place. The bottom of the holo-sight mount had a small red glowing light that pulsed briefly, and it turned green when I flipped on the safety. It might have been a bad idea to take the untested weapon into a potentially hostile situation, but I’d seen the weapon in use before I killed the man who shot it at us, so I knew it worked.

Eve and Z finished putting on their armor plates, and they were helping the twins attach the pieces to their back sides. I’d been focused on my weapon selection and hadn’t been paying attention to them. Z, Kasta, and Paula were giggling as they shot me sideways glances, but Eve was smiling broadly, and her red eyes made contact with me from across the room.

“What?” I asked.

“Oh, nothing,” Z said, and the twins let out another giggle.

“Take rifles and a sidearm,” I said to them as I began to load a few of the weapons. They nodded, finished putting the armor on the twins, and then stepped to the weapon counter.

“I saw you both use sawed-offs on Queen’s Hat, but have you shot a rifle before? How about a pistol?” I motioned for one of the twins to step toward me as I held up an ammo belt with a pistol holster on it.

“Yes,” she said with a hesitant smile, and my nose told me she was Kasta.

“Both?” I asked as I handed her the belt.

“Just a pistol,” she said as she took the belt from me. Then she looked down at it, frowned and looked into my eyes. “Can you help me adjust it? I’ve never worn a gun belt before.”

“Yeah. Turn around and hold your hands out a bit.” The android followed my instructions, and I wrapped the thick belt around her hips. I had to reach around her front to snap the lock in place, but the belt was still too large, so I took it off, shortened it with the various loops, and then re-attached it.

“Thank you. It is nice and tight.” The corner of her mouth upturned in a slight smile, and I heard Z let out a loud cough. The blonde hacker was putting on her own belt, and she shot Kasta an icy stare.

“Test the pistol draw.” I checked one of the handguns to make sure that the safety was on, and then I handed it to her.

“It feels fine,” Kasta said after she tried pulling the weapon out of the holster a few times.

“You’ve got a full magazine in the pistol and two in the pouch next to it. Here is a rifle,” I said as I handed her one of the nicer rifles that Cynthia Jayhee’s men had carried when they tried to steal Persephone from us. “Just look through the sight, put the dot on the target, and squeeze the trigger. Eject the clip with this button, safety is here, and load a round into the gun with this lever,” I said as I yanked on the charging handle.

“Got it,” Kasta said with a nod. Then she slung the rifle over her shoulder and looked at Paula. The other sister had her pistol belt tight around her hips and was reviewing the functions of a matching rifle.

“Paula, any questions?”

“No, thank you,” she said to me, and then she turned to her sister. “I left my controller in our room. Can you fly the drones?”

“Of course,” Kasta answered with a smile, and then both twins turned to face me.

“Everyone else ready?” I asked Eve and Z. My friends nodded as they held their rifles, and we exited the armory ready to take on a small army.

A half dozen tiny hovering dragonfly looking drones met us in the hold. I recognized them as the same ones who escorted Byron and me through the dark parts of Queen’s Hat station, but I didn’t see how either of the twins was controlling them.

“How--” I began to ask, but Kasta interrupted me by tapping her skull at the temple.

“I can interface with them. Up to about thirty actually, but anything over ten strains my own body movements and functions, so I have to sit in a chair and not move.”

“You see what they see?” Z asked as she pressed the button to open Persephone’s hatch door.

“Yes and hear what they hear.” The android shrugged.

“Shit, that is really useful,” Z said after she let out a long whistle.

“We are happy to be part of the crew,” Kasta glanced at her sister, and then they both smiled at me.

“How far is the range on the drones?” I asked as Persephone’s ramp finished descending.

“Three, maybe six kilometers,” Paula answered. “Depends on the buildings. We had boosters placed throughout Queen’s Hat to help with range.”

“That is far,” I said with a nod.

“We need to hook our control interface into Persephone, then we will get more range. It is only three because I’m transmitting the signal with my own body,” Kasta explained.

“Got it. We’ll work on it when we get some down time.” I pointed down the ramp and glanced toward the abandoned city. We were a good two kilometers away from the first group of three-story buildings. The height of the structures quickly scaled afterward, and the tallest of the buildings appeared to be over seventy levels.

“I’m on point. You all stay behind me. You follow my orders without question. If I tell you to stay put, you stay put. If I tell you to run, you run. If I tell you to shoot, you shoot. Got it?” I asked the four women as I walked down the ramp, and they all nodded.

“Z, lock her up, please,” I asked as we left the safety of Persephone’s hold. The air here was slightly humid, and it was a bit warmer than I would have expected.

“Aye, Captain.” Z made a motion on the wall near Persephone’s iris door, and the panels spiraled closed with a soft whisper.

“Please send out your drones,” I said to Kasta, and she nodded. I didn’t see her move, or gesture, or produce any sort of movement that indicated she controlled the small flying robots, but they flew away from us like birds, and I lost track of them after a few moments.

The field where we landed was covered with tall light green grass. The blades brushed my knees, and the scents in the air combined with the humidity and heat made me think it was summer here.

“Wow,” Paula and Kasta both said in unison. The beautiful blonde women were staring at the blue sky with their mouths opened.

“That’s right, neither of you have ever been on a planet,” Z said.

“No,” Kasta whispered, and the android reached down to brush her hands across the tips of the long grass. She smiled when her palms ran across the swaying green carpet, and then she turned to her sister. Paula was still looking up at the sky, and she was taking deep breaths.

“I feel like I could fall into the blue,” she whispered. “It’s so pretty and endless.”

“Space is like that too,” Z said.

“I know the sky is just the atmosphere that separates us from space, but look there are clouds over there!” the engineer pointed into the distance, and we turned to see a white and gray puff floating toward us. “It looks like mashed potatoes.”

We waited as the two women looked around for a few more moments. Their wonder and curiosity were charming, and I found myself smiling as they each took turns looking at the grass, the dirt, the sky, and their long golden hair as it fluttered in the warm wind.

“We can continue, sorry about that,” Paula said at last.

“We can wait a few more minutes,” I said with a shrug. The women were having a good time, and even though I wanted to explore the city, I didn’t think a few more minutes would hurt.

“No, we have a mission. Let us continue,” Paula said, and the five of us continued our walk through the long grass.

“Something is wrong. It’s freaking me the fuck out, but I don’t know what it is.” Z whispered after we had walked toward the city for a few minutes.

“I am also feeling ill at ease,” Eve said.

“I’m fine,” Kasta said. Both of the twins still wore their beautiful smiles, and their eyes darted all over the field and sky while they walked.

“Okay, that makes me feel better. The android is cool with everything,” Z said sarcastically.

“There aren’t any bugs,” I said.

“Hmmm,” Paula said. “Bugs?”

“Shit. Adam is right, I don’t hear any crickets, or flies, or whatever. Just the breeze, no birds either. You’ve been on space station all your life, might not know what a bug is. A bug is a small insect that--”

“I know what a bug is,” Paula interrupted Z, “but you are correct, we didn’t have any on Queen’s Hat.”

“What does it mean?” Eve asked me.

“I don’t know, but let’s keep going,” I said.

We walked for another five minutes, but there still wasn’t any sign of life or movement in the grass beside the wind. The uneasiness in my stomach began to grow, and I realized that we might have picked a bad place to park Persephone. The grass here was tall enough to conceal an ambush of crouching snipers. It was probably a better spot than inside of the city, but we should have done a few fly overs, or maybe sent out drones first to scout.

I wasn’t used to being the captain of a ship. I was a marine, and the problems I normally solved involved putting a bullet through someone’s armored body. I commanded a few units during special ops, but the sorties had been more along the lines of search and destroy or extraction. I was completely unqualified to be leading these brave women, or commanding this ship.

No, my love. You are more than qualified. All capable men and women question their capabilities. We have been through much already and come out alive and stronger. Do not doubt yourself.

I turned to Eve, and she smiled at me. I nodded with thanks and then I turned back toward the city.

Then we reached the first road leading out of the cluster of buildings.

“There is no sprawl,” I said.

“Yeah. Fucking weird,” Z commented.

“Sprawl?” Kasta and Paula asked in unison.

“The buildings just start and stop with a clean line. There are no shanty towns or smaller homes on the outskirts,” Z explained.

“What does that mean?” Paula asked as she glanced at the first row of buildings. They were probably ten meters high, made of cement, and had tinted windows. The designs were more utilitarian than aesthetic, but the buildings didn’t seem to be weathered.

“Could mean a lot of things,” Z said. “Could be that the population of the city is way smaller than the living spaces, it could mean that there were rules about building additional structures, or it could be that no one ever occupied the place. Hell, these buildings don’t even have graffiti on them. They don’t look new, but they don’t look worn either.”

“There are no automatic doors at the entrance to the buildings, and they appear to be locked,” Kasta said. “I haven’t found a place for my drones to sneak in and see what is inside.”

“It could be that the city was never occupied,” Paula said.

“Then why the cars?” Z asked, but the other blonde woman could only shrug.

“Let’s continue,” I said as we moved toward the buildings again.

A few minutes later, and we were at the front door of the nearest one. It was made of a thick plastic-like material that didn’t flex when I pushed against it. It was tinted black so I was unable to peer into it.

“Should I break it?” I asked as I tried to push on it. There was no handle or any visible locking mechanism.

“There’s just no fucking sound anywhere,” Z whispered. “I feel like you hitting the door will echo throughout the entire city and let whatever alien-monster know we are here.”

“Alien-monster?” Paula asked with her blue eyes opened wide.

“Yeah. How else do you explain it?”

“I’m sure there is a better explanation,” I snickered as I checked the door again. Z was right, it was probably a bit too premature to try and break the material open with the butt of my rifle or a few bullets.

“The power source is this way,” Eve said. She had the map on her transponder open and was pointing deeper into the city.

“Alright, stay frosty.” I took the lead again, and the women followed me past the first line of shorter gray buildings.

The silence of the abandoned city was beginning to feel more than a little oppressive, and every ten meters of walking started to feel like ten kilometers. The buildings were getting taller with every block, and they seemed to stare down at us with sorrowful gray faces.

“The vehicles are in good repair,” Paula said when we walked past a row of parked ones. They were small oval shaped things, with a single wheel in the front and two in the back. Each only had seats for three people and a single hinge door that lifted off the top.

“Yeah, but look inside. There are no crumbs, or magazines, or cups, or anything people would leave in a car. Hell, the tire tread looks new on all of these.” Z pointed at the front wheel of one. Sure enough, it looked as if it was unused.

“The paint does not appear new,” Eve said as she leaned over slightly to inspect the car.

“Let’s keep going,” I said. “We’ll find answers near the power source.”

“What if we don’t?” Z asked?

“Then we’ll keep looking,” I said.

“You are like a dog with a bone-- hmmm, no. I need a metaphor with a cat,” Z sighed. “Hold on. I’ll think of one.”

“Catnip?” Paula said.

“Naw, too drunk.”

“Toy mouse?” Kasta said.

“Naw, too cute.”

“Laser pointer?” Eve asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Close enough,” Z said as she turned to me. “You are like one of those cats that keep chasing the laser pointer.”

“I don’t think it is a metaphor because Adam actually did chase a--” Paula started to say, but I interrupted her.

“Ladies, let’s keep going,” I growled as I gestured with my rifle toward the end of the street.

The women nodded once more, and we continued our walk. We didn’t speak for a few minutes, and the brief surge of humor from Z was soon covered by a heavy blanket of tension.

“I’ve found an open window!” Kasta gasped suddenly with excitement, and the outburst made the rest of us jump with surprise.

“Don’t do that!” Z hissed. The hacker’s chest was heaving with ragged breaths from the fright Kasta had given her.

“Oh, sorry,” Kasta whispered as she winced.

“What is inside?” I asked as I pointed for us to step off the main street and into a narrow alcove at the front of one of the gray buildings.

“Hmm. It is an office building. Cubicles, desktop computers, not even connected terminals. Old-style keyboards. The writing on the keyboards is Russian.” Kasta didn’t close her eyes as she spoke, and her blue eyes stared through me.

“What else is in the room?” I asked.

“The computers are all off, the drones aren’t picking up any noise or electronics.”

“What about dust? Is there dust anywhere?” Z asked.

“Hmmm. Yes, there is some actually.”

“I don’t know if that is good or bad,” Z whispered with a shrug.

“It’s something. Keep us updated if you find anything else of interest. In the meantime, let’s continue to the power source.” I gestured down the street with my rifle, and we continued our walk.

“Right around the next corner,” Eve said after we had journeyed a few more blocks through the silent city.

“I’ll scout ahead,” Kasta said, and we waited at the last building before we were supposed to turn right.

“I see a building that I’m guessing is our destination. It’s a bunker,” Kasta reported after half a minute.

“How do you know it is a bunker?” Z asked.

“It says ‘bunker’ on the top entrance of the building.” Kasta smiled at the hacker.

“Oh.” Z let out a soft laugh.

“Let’s head over there,” I said before I peeked around the corner.

I saw the building that must have been the bunker. It was two hundred meters down the street on the other side. The bunker was a massive structure, with a rounded spherical top placed on top of thick walls. It could have easily been mistaken for a sport stadium, or a covered starship yard.

We made our way down the street toward the bunker, but I kept my eyes on the fronts of the gray buildings and the dark alleys that ran between them. There was still no movement, no sound besides the gentle summer breeze, and no scent beyond the usual ones of heating city asphalt.

“You can read Russian?” Z asked Kasta as we made it to the building. I was unfamiliar with the shape of the large red lettering, but I had heard of the language. Jupiter and the surrounding moons were mostly descendants of Japan, Hawaii, and the Western coasts of the old United States of America, so I’d never had much exposure to the old European languages.

“Yes. I can read and speak all of the Earth Languages saved in the original exploration ark archives, but those languages are over three thousand Earth years old, there might be some shifting in dialects with planets far removed from stations or trade routes,” Kasta explained.

“Let’s hope there is someone to talk to,” Z said as we came to stand in front of the door.

“There is power to this building. The drones are picking up the electromagnetic flow through the door,” Kasta said, and I noticed the six small aerial dragonfly units were floating a few meters above our heads.

“Let’s see if it opens,” I said as I moved toward the door. It was made of a dull metal and looked like it could weather shots from Persephone’s plasma cannons.

“Locked,” I said after I gave the handle a few tugs and pushes.

“Oh darn, let’s just head back to Persephone and call it a day. You guys want steak for dinner? I say we have steak,” Z said.

“I don’t see any data pads or locks anywhere. It must be sealed from the inside,” I said as I took a few steps away from the door.

“Yeah. See? Probably locked for a good reason. I’ll cook, I think it’s my turn anyway,” Z continued.

“Kasta, can you do a fly over and look for anyway inside from the top or sides?”

“Yes,” the android said, and the drones zipped away from us.

“If we really want to get inside, I can use one of the parked cars to smash through the door,” Paula said with a shrug of her slender shoulders.

“They seemed pretty lightweight,” I said as I looked at the door again. “Do any of our drones have cutting lasers?”

“All our aerial ones have front mounted laser arrays and light plasma guns,” Z blurted before either of the twins could answer.

“Not sure how aggressive I want to get with their bunker. They could be hiding for a reason,” I said as I glanced around the streets again. The beast was annoyed, and I agreed with him. Persephone told me to go here, but she hadn’t given me any other clues about our mission.

“Just wrapped around,” Kasta said. “I don’t see any other entrances besides the door.”

“Darn, looks like we’ve gotta head back to Per--”

“Wait,” Kasta interrupted Z. “There is some writing on the wall here at the back.”

“Graffiti?” asked her sister.

“No. It’s a location. 5.432 by 876.998.”

“How close is it?” I asked Eve since she still had her transponder map open.

“It is a kilometer and a half to our north east,” the dark-haired woman answered after she moved her fingers over the map for a few moments.

“Alright, let’s head over to that location. Might not find anything, but I don’t really know what else to do.”

“It’s farther away from Persephone though,” Z said with a sigh.

“Yeah. We’ll be alright,” I said as I stepped away from the door of the bunker.

“Captain,” Kasta said, and the tonality of the android’s voice made us all pause our walk and look to her.

“Yeah?”

“The words appear to have been written in blood.”
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Chapter 3

The walk from Persephone to the bunker had been tense, but the walk from the bunker to the location indicated on the wall felt like it was an execution march. I could smell the sour fear coming from Z and Paula, but the two women were doing their best not to let their terror show on their faces. The predicament brought a cascade of regret to my chest. It had been unfair of me to make them come. They weren’t marines or military. They were civilians who joined up with me so that they could help people. I should have just asked them to stay on Persephone while I explored the city by myself.

They are stronger than you think. If you had left them on Persephone, they would have suffered from more stress because they would have worried about us.

“I would have left you on the ship also,” I whispered to Eve with a smile.

Impossible. Her lips upturned into a beautiful smile that showed her dangerous fangs.

“What did you say?” Kasta asked me, and I guessed the android must have some sort of enhanced hearing.

“Nothing,” I replied, and then I gestured to the corner of the alley. “What do your drones see?”

“It looks like an apartment building. Twenty meters tall. It’s a lighter shade of gray than most of the other buildings on the street, but other than that, it is unremarkable,” Kasta answered.

“Any open doors?” Paula asked. Her arms were shaking a bit as she held her rifle. I wanted to reach out and comfort her, but I didn’t know her well enough to guess at how she would take the physical contact. Eve knew what I was thinking and gently touched the beautiful blonde woman’s shoulder with a comforting caress.

“No,” Kasta answered.

“Should we break in?” Paula asked me, and her body seemed to relax with Eve’s touch.

“Yeah. I’ll get a closer look. You four stay here,” I said before I crept away from them and took up a position at the end of the alleyway.

The day was beginning to age, and while I didn’t know exactly when the sun set, the light was turning a reddish hue, and the shadows from the buildings were stretching long across the street as if they were bars of a jail cell.

The target building was a bit of a lighter shade of gray than most of the other buildings around it, but all of the buildings we passed were various shades of gray, so the paint didn’t really seem to jump out at me that much. It was across the street and three buildings to my right, so I dashed across the pavement and then took cover in the entryway of the first building I came to. I checked both directions on the street, didn’t see anything, and then moved down to the next building. There was still no movement from anything in the city, but my nerves felt a bit raw when I finally made it to my destination.

The door was made out of the same thick dark glass we had seen on the other buildings. I pushed on the handle, but it didn’t budge. Then I noticed a small keypad on the top underneath the wide lever. It was just a simple ten-key pad, but there was a plug on the side of it, and a tiny red light blinked on the side.

I glanced both ways down the street and gestured for the women to join me. As they ran, I kept my eye on the street, but there was still no movement anywhere.

“There is a keypad,” I said to Z as soon as the women reached me.

“Ahh good. I get to be useful,” the hacker said as she leaned down to look at the number pad.

“You are always useful,” I said.

“Thanks.” She turned from the keypad, and her blue eyes sparkled as she gave me a half smile. “Let me get this thing open. I’ve got a jack that will fit in this hole.”

Z dug around in the small computer pack she carried on her hip and pulled out a handful of various cords. She found one after a few moments and plugged it into the datapad.

“Is that safe?” I asked.

“What do you mean?” Z had paused before she put the other end of the cord into the metal plug on her skull.

“You don’t know the computer, and it plugs into your head. Aren’t there computer viruses?” I asked.

“Yeah, but that’s part of the job. I’ve got software loaded that will keep me safe. Worse that happens is I have to shut down the interface connection and reformat everything.”

“I’ve meant to ask you about the hardware,” Paula whispered as she leaned down to look at Z’s skull. “I’m guessing you’ve got a nanochip array in there with neuro-link connections?”

“Kind of,” the hacker answered. “I’ll show you when we get back to Persephone. I can eject the port, and you can take a look at it.”

“Ohhh,” both of the twins said with delight.

“After this though!” Z laughed and then inserted her cord into the slot.

No one spoke for thirty seconds while Z worked. Her eyes were closed, but her lips twitched between half-smiles and half-frowns.

“Boring. The code is actually the location written on the building. I think who ever locked this wanted us to be able to open it easily. I didn’t even need to hack it,” Z said as she opened her eyes. The keypad made a soft beeping noise, and the hacker pulled her cord out of her head.

“Kasta, keep some drones out here to watch the street. Bring the rest inside,” I ordered.

“Got it,” she said.

“I’ll go in first,” I said as I nodded for Eve to open the door. She did, and I stepped into the building’s entrance with my rifle ready.

The interior was dark, but my eyes adjusted to the lack of light quickly. The space was carpeted with a blend of surprisingly bright green and yellow lines. The walls were painted with a mural of flowers, and the ceiling was decorated with hanging decorations of feathery birds. I blinked a few times to make sure I wasn’t imagining the decorations and turned around to where my friends stood. They were still there.

“Looks clear. Turn your suit lights on with the switch on your left sleeve,” I said, and the women followed me inside of the lobby while the lights glowed from the outlines of their bodies.

“Some dust in here, but not much,” Eve said as she pointed her rifle at a set of couches on the right side of the room.

“Fuck, this is creepy,” Z hissed as she let the door close behind us. There was a loud clicking sound, and the five of us turned to look at the hacker.

“Did it just lock?” Paula gulped.

“Uhhh. There is a button on the side here to open it,” Z let out a thankful sigh as she pressed a button on the handle. The door made a clicking noise as it unlocked.

“Keep it locked,” I ordered, and Z pressed the switch again.

“Send out your drones,” I said to Kasta.

The woman nodded, and three of the little dragonfly-helicopters turned on their front lights and drifted quietly through the lobby and down the hallway ten meters from us. The rest of us held our positions, but we all kept our eyes on Kasta.

“Elevator is right around the corner, but there is no power going to it,” the android said as soon as the drones drifted into the hallway.

I nodded, and Kasta continued to stare toward the hallway. I briefly thought about what it must have looked like for her to view out of the drone’s visual sensors. Did she see through them as if it was her own vision? Did she have small screens semi-imposed over her own vision like my old battle-helmet? Did she see them all at once like a bug with multiple eyes? I was curious, but now was not the right time to have the conversation.

“Doors on the left and right. Hallway goes back another fifty meters. All the doors are closed, and floor numbers are etched on them. End of the hallway is a door marked ‘stairs.’ What do you want me to do?” Kasta asked as she looked at me.

“You all wait here, and I’ll check the hallway,” I said.

“I will come with you; I know when you want me to stand or shoot,” Eve said, and I nodded before we walked to the hallway.

The bright colors and wall murals continued in this hallway, and even the doors to the elevator were painted to show a rolling hillside landscape.

The first door was on the left, and I motioned for Eve to try to open it while I prepared to sweep the inside with my rifle. It was locked, and we waited a few moments to see if anyone would open it from the inside. No one did, of course, so we moved to the next door on the right.

This was also locked, as was the next. We finally made it to the end of the hallway where the drones hovered and tried the doors there. These were unlocked, and Eve flung the right one open before I leaned inside. I expected a concrete stairwell, and that was what I got, but the murals on this wall were painted an ocean blue, and the artist had gone to great lengths to detail dozens of different sea creatures. Some of them looked similar to the fish and whales I had seen in videos of Earth, but others looked completely alien, and I wondered if the artist made them up, or if they swam through the ocean waters of this planet.

“It is beautiful,” Eve whispered.

“Yeah. Whoever did this is talented. I wonder if he or she did the hallway and the lobby.”

“I could look at it all day. This is the legacy of someone who dreamed of beauty when they closed their eyes,” the vampire said.

“Stairs look clear,” I said as I glanced up and down the center shaft. “Z, Kasta, and Paula, you three can come join us.” I spoke to the drones and guessed Kasta would tell the other two women they could come.

One of the drones dove down the stairs, and the other floated up. I waited for the other three women to join us in the stairwell, and they shared our wonderment when they saw the ocean mural that our suit lights illuminated.

“There are no open doors on the floors above us,” Kasta said, “but the door below us is ajar. There is a paint brush wedged in the jamb to keep it from closing.”

“Let’s go down,” I said as I took point again. The women and other two drones followed me, and we quickly moved down the stairs. This door was painted with the ocean mural, and I squatted next to the paintbrush that was keeping it from closing. The brush was covered with dried and flaking blue paint.

I carefully pushed the door open a few centimeters, saw that the other end of the brush was not attached to a wire, and then opened the door halfway. Then I glanced through into the hallway beyond and saw more of the mural on the left wall of the hallway. These looked to be more apartment doors, but the murals ended on the third one on the left.

“I think that is our destination, but let’s check these other doors first,” I said as I stepped into the hallway.

The next doors were all locked, but the one surrounded by murals had another paint brush keeping it open a crack. I pushed it open more with my boot, checked for a trip wire, and then stepped inside the apartment.

“Wow,” I said as I cleared the entry and stepped through the hallway into the main living area of the apartment. Every square centimeter was painted with a beautiful scenery. There were trees, planets, suns, stars, grass, water, and sensual women in various state of undress. The painted women were the most beautiful of the works in the room, but their half-naked, or mostly naked appearance didn’t seem incredibly sexual, the poses looked more peaceful and sensual.

“Damn. This is talent,” Z said after she let out a long whistle.

The other women agreed with silent nods, and I moved to the side where the kitchen was. There was a small fridge, sink, stove, and cooking utensils, but there was nothing inside of the fridge or the pantry. I tried the faucet, and I was a bit surprised when water actually came out.

“This looks like the bedroom,” Paula said as she opened the door on the opposite side of the room.

“Wait!” I hissed, and the woman froze. Then she backed away from the door, and I moved to take her position.

“Just to be safe,” I said as I pushed the door with my rifle. “I heal easily.”

“Got it,” Paula said.

She’d been correct, the door opened to a room five meters wide by seven meters long. Closest to me was a small bed made with sheets folded with military precision. On the far side of the room were shelves neatly organized with paint bottles, brushes, wood frames, and rolled canvas. There were more paintings of women on the walls and ceilings, but the women all pointed to the opposite side of the room by the shelves.

“You see them pointing?” I asked my friends as I gestured to the naked women painted on the walls and ceiling.

“Yeah,” Z said, and then she stepped across the room to the shelves. “There is a screen here. Looks like a television type device. There is some sort of media player attached.”

The rest of us moved to her side as she pulled a blank square canvas off the shelf. It had concealed the screen and the camera that attached to the top of it.

“Can you get it to play the video?” I asked her.

“Hmmm.” Z reached through the shelf and then pressed the buttons on the block device connected to the screen. Nothing happened, so she poked her head deeper into the shelf to see what was wrong.

“Maybe I can help?” Paula asked.

“Naw. I got it,” Z replied.

“It might be a problem with the pow--”

“I got it,” Z interrupted as she reached one of her arms into the shelf between the cans of paint. “Adam, can you move this shelf out of the way? The screen is actually mounted on the wall.”

“Sure,” I said as the hacker pulled her head out of the shelf and stood back.

I handed Eve my rifle, squatted near one end of the shelving, grabbed it, and then lifted it away from the wall without much effort. Z stepped around me as soon as I finished, and she began to look at the wires connecting the screen to the black box.

“The power is off,” she said after a few more minutes passed.

“Will another power source work?” I asked.

“No-Yes,” both Z and Paula said at the same time.

“No,” Z clarified as she looked at the long-haired blonde woman. “It plugs into the wall. We’d have to--”

“Re-wire it to another power source. I can do it. I brought some small tools with me in case I had to repair a drone,” Paula pointed to one of the pouches on her belt.

“Yeah, alright, but we need power.” Z shrugged. “The door lock has a battery, but I doubt it will be enough to get both the screen and the player going.”

“Can we take it back to Persephone?” Kasta asked.

“The screen is mounted to the wall,” Z said as she leaned her face close to where the screen touched the mural. “Paula, do you have a screw driver that will fit these screws? They look weird.”

“Hmmm,” the engineer said as she leaned in with Z to study the back mounting area of the screen. “I don’t have one on me, but I do in my collection back on Persephone. I think there is also a full set of tools in her engine and drone repair rooms.”

“We can go to the ship, get the tools, and return,” Eve said.

“And then take the monitor off and go back? Going to take forever,” Z groaned.

“We can take one of the cars,” Kasta said.

“Like hotwire it? Do you know how to do it?” the hacker asked.

“No,” said the android.

“But Z, you are smart and great with computers and software. My sister and I are skilled with machines and programming. I’m sure the three of us could figure out how to steal a simple automobile.” Paula smiled at Z.

“Uhh. Yeah. Thanks, I guess that is one option,” Z said as she returned Paula’s smile.

“Perhaps there is another source of power nearby?” Eve suggested. “Maybe one of the other apartments had a battery or power cell we could use on the device.”

“Ahh!” I gasped as I looked at the weapon in my hand. “This rifle uses a power cell to feed bullets through the system. I have spares in here.” I reached into the ammo belt and pulled out one of the packs.

“I dunno,” Z said as she took the square cell from my palm and turned it over in her hand. Then she glanced at the twins and held the battery out to them. “What do you think?”

“We can try. Let’s pull out our tools.” Paula reached into the pack on her belt and pulled out a roll of thick nylon. Then she moved to the floor underneath the screen and unrolled the fabric to reveal an assortment of tools. Kasta and Z crouched next to Paula, and the three of them began to discuss how they could connect both the screen and the playing device to the power source.

This is good. I thought I might have to step in and speak with you about Z and our new crew members, but she is starting to feel less threatened.

I turned to Eve and gave her a puzzled look. I didn’t know why Z felt threatened about the twins being onboard. The two of them helped us back on Queen’s Hat and paid their way. They were also talented engineers and had already proven their usefulness a dozen times in the few days since we left the station.

It is more nuanced than that, my love. Z feels vulnerable. Every man she has cared for betrayed her or tossed her aside. Now she has feelings for you, and they are the strongest she has ever experienced. She knows you love me. She knows you love her. She knows I love her. She didn’t expect any of this, so she doesn’t know what to think. Now there are two brilliant women on our crew who are amazing with machines and computers. That was her role on Persephone, and the thought of not being of use to you terrifies her. I understand why you have pushed her away these last few days, but it has only compounded her fears that the twins will replace her on the crew. Paula and Kasta are also bolder sexually, and Z fears they will offer themselves to you before you accept her as your lover.

I took a deep breath and nodded at Eve. I didn’t know what to do about my feelings for Z at the moment, but the least I could do was tell her that she didn’t have to worry about me kicking her off the ship. I knew Paula had to be incredibly skilled with computers to be able to program Kasta and Byron, but that didn’t necessarily mean either of the twins could break into a computer system as well as Z.

It wasn’t just her skill with computers either, Z’s patented blend of humor, sarcasm, intelligence, and snark was alluring. She made me laugh, and her willingness to admit that she cared for me, and was afraid of those feelings, drew me to her even more. I didn’t want to have these emotions because of the way I felt about Eve, but I couldn’t deny I had them.

Even if loving two women made me feel dishonorable, and I definitely wouldn’t complicate matters by sleeping with the twins.

Z is not worried about being kicked off the ship. She is more concerned about Paula and Kasta outshining her. The relationship she has had with men have only hinged upon finances and sex. Since you haven’t taken her as a lover yet, she is anchoring your relationship on what she contributes to the crew. However, Paula has guessed at Z’s fears, and she will try to ensure that there is no competition between the three of them for crew responsibilities.

I nodded again at Eve and felt a bit of relief pour through my shoulders. I didn’t want to play politics with the crew about job roles. Everyone was valuable right now, and I was thankful for Kasta and Paula’s presence.

“Captain, do you have another one of those power cells?” Z asked.

“Yeah,” I said as I pulled another out of the ammo pouch and handed it to her. I only had three total, but I heard that each of the packs lasted for thousands of shots before it needed to be recharged. I probably could have left the two spares back in the armory.

The three blonde women went back to work on the play device, and I saw one of the twins carefully lift a small pair of scissors off the tool roll. Her back was to me, so I couldn’t really see what she did with the shears, but I guessed she was cutting some of the power lines. A good five minutes passed, then another, and then they all glanced up at the screen on the wall.

“This should work,” Paula said.

“Or we’ll fry the thing with the power cell and have to take it back to Persephone to see if we can recover the drive,” Z said with a shrug.

“Then you can make dinner,” Eve said with a smile.

“Fuck yeah. I’m getting hungry.” Z laughed and then looked at the twins. “Let’s fire ‘er up.”

Kasta pressed a button on the black box, and the thing hummed to life.

“Listen to the case fan,” the hacker snickered. “They haven’t figured out nano or photonic processors. Probably still using silicone and bits of copper.”

“I have no idea what any of that means,” I said.

“Oh.” Z looked at me, and her blue eyes twinkled in the light from our suits. “Ahhh. If you really want to know, I can tell you about it. It’s all about diffusing heat with--”

The screen flickered to life behind her, and the hacker turned her attention to the spray of static. Then the screen turned a light blue color, and a block of white text appeared beside a yellow icon that looked like a box with an exclamation point etched on the side.

“The writing is Russian. It says ‘video documentation,’” Kasta nodded.

“Hmmm,” Z said as she looked around at the playing device that was connected to the screen. “I don’t see an interface. What if I…” She reached up and pressed the screen where the icon was, and the image shifted to show three video files. I could tell they were video files because each icon was playing a few second clip.

“The bottom one is the oldest file,” Kasta said, and Z pressed her finger to it.

The screen switched over to show a man in this room. He was sitting on the bed, but the walls and ceiling weren’t painted. He wore a pair of jeans but no shirt. His torso was lean, muscular, and covered with twisting tattoos that actually looked like the style popular with the Yakuza.

He started talking and gesturing with his hands. I didn’t know what he was saying, but his face looked incredibly sad, and he held his hands together as if he was praying half a dozen times while he talked. At the end, he lifted up a small canvas with a painting of what looked like a sleek bee or wasp, and then he gestured to his room before shaking his head again.

“Kasta, do you understand his words?” Eve asked when the video ended.

“It is Russian, but the dialect has shifted a great deal. Can you play it again?”

“Yeah,” Z hit a circled arrow at the bottom left corner of the screen, and the recording replayed.

“I understand a bit more, but can we watch the other two videos? A larger sample size will help me.”

“Uhh, yeah. I think I can press this,” Z hit an up arrow on the screen, and it went back to show the three files. “Middle one?”

“Yes, please,” Kasta said, and then Z pressed the button.

The same man was in the video. He had been skinny in the earlier film, but he looked to be a good seven kilograms lighter. His hair was longer than the first video, but his face was cleanly shaven. He still wasn’t wearing a shirt, and his torso was covered with streaks of paint.

The walls of the room were now covered with pictures of the naked women pointing.

He began talking, and his anguish was plain. This conversation was shorter than the earlier video, and he ended the session by pleading with the camera.

“Okay, what the fuck did he say? This is really creeping me out.” Z crossed her arms over her chest and shivered.

“Can you play the next video?” Kasta asked. “I understood most of that one but would like to see the third before. I’ll attempt to translate.”

Z played the last video. The man was painfully thin now. His eyes were wild, and he spent the first half minute of the video crying into his hands. In each of the previous two videos, his bed had been neatly made, but it looked like a mess in this one. He finally started to speak, and it was obvious that he was desperate for help. He held up his paint brushes, and then gestured to his walls, and then he shook his head. Pointed upward, shrugged, and then nodded at the camera. He made a final praying motion with his hands and then stood up to shut off his camera.

“Would you like me to translate word for word from the first video? Or should I give you the synopsis?” Kasta asked me. “I have them committed to memory.”

“I don’t know if I want to watch those videos again, looked like the guy was losing his damn mind,” Z said.

“Yeah, just tell us what he said,” I answered the android woman.

“His name is Faddy. The city where we stand is called New Penza. There are, or were, a little over half a million people in this city, and twenty major cities on the planet of Uraniel.”

Kasta paused for a second, and the rest of us nodded. Then she continued.

“He thinks it was five, maybe six years ago, he is unsure of the exact date, but construction workers found ruins of a civilization that was here long before humans arrived on the arks. He said this planet was never terraformed, and the news excited everyone on the planet.”

“See! It’s alien-monsters! These yahoos must have woken them up and then got eaten. Faddy hid out in here until he got crazy,” Z said. She was crouching down by the player and disconnected my rifle power packs from the spaghetti bowl of wires before she passed them to me.

“You are actually somewhat correct,” Kasta said, and Z’s eyes opened wide. “Faddy wasn’t part of the excavation team. He is a painter and not a scientist, but he watched the news broadcasts. His people seemed to have found some sort of burial site, and there were mummified corpses of what looked to be human-like beings, but there was something else buried there. It was an insect that awoke and took to the skies.”

“Was that the painting he showed?” I asked.

“Yes. It was very aggressive, but its bite wasn’t deadly to humans. However, the creature went after the edible vegetation. Within a few years, the creatures had bred to massive quantities and eaten almost all of the crops on the planet. The people were beginning to starve, but the pest was immune to any pesticides Faddy’s people tried to develop. Excavations on the ancient site halted so the entire populace of Uraniel could try and kill the wasps.”

“I’m guessing that didn’t happen since there is no one here,” Z said.

“They actually did kill the wasps, but not with pesticides or drugs. Faddy said they had limited space travel, but the population hadn’t really aspired to leave Uraniel. Every five or so years they might get a visit from traders, which was always a celebrated event. When things were at their worst, and the population was half a year away from starving, star travelers came to the planet and offered to fix the problem with the wasps.”

“Uh oh,” Z said.

“Yeah,” Paula sighed and shook her head. “The people of Uraniel didn’t have much of a choice, but the terms were akin to slavery. They would have to allow the travelers to strip mine the planet. They also request a weekly gift of women and children for slavery. Faddy was just a citizen, he didn’t know the terms of the agreement, but the world had little choice.”

“Fucking dickbags! Was that these Lith Dae assholes we took out?” Z asked.

“He didn’t say,” Kasta answered. “Their solution was a drone technology that would search and destroy the wasps. Every city set up an automated factory to build the drones. The machines were effective, and the wasps were eliminated a few months later. Faddy’s people rejoiced, but then the saviors landed their ships and began to take tribute. That went on for four years or so. The citizens of Uraniel begged to be released from the terms of the agreement. Their saviors declined, and there was an insurgent movement.”

“We didn’t fly over any strip mine sites,” I commented.

“It is impossible to tell how old these videos are, but I am almost at the end of Faddy’s story if you will let me continue.” Kasta winked at me.

“Sorry, go ahead.”

“He doesn’t know what happened for sure, but he thinks some of the insurgents hacked the control code for the drones. But there was a mistake made, and the drones began to attack the landed starships and any living thing on the planet. They became a horrible threat, even more deadly than the wasps they were originally tasked with killing. Thousands of people began to die every night when the machines came out. What was left of Faddy’s people retreated into bunkers, but Faddy loved the sun and his planet, and he chose to stay behind and ensure that the distress signals were being sent. Soon the power plants of the city stopped working, but he had gathered batteries to store in the basement of this building.”

She pointed at the screen and shrugged. “He didn’t want to make a lot of videos because it would use the power he gathered. During the last video, he said he was almost out, and wouldn’t be able to send any more distress signals. He didn’t know if there were any other survivors left on the surface with his mission, but his people had been stuck in the bunker for over a year. He’s had no contact with them.”

“The city doesn’t look as if it was abandoned in chaos,” Paula said. “Everything seems to be organized. Maybe some people left the bunker and left the planet? We don’t know how old the video is.”

“Could be.” Kasta shrugged. “But I feel as though these people are very fastidious. During the videos, Faddy apologized for having paint on his chest, but he didn’t want to waste water showering. Then during the final video, he apologized for not making his bed three times.”

“Ahh, makes sense,” Paula nodded.

“They got the drones to attack the starships?” Eve asked.

“He said they did, but he didn’t give any details,” Kasta replied with a shrug.

“Most starships have radiation protection elements to the metal of the hull, they could have been set to target that.” Paula nodded thoughtfully.

“What about the night?” I asked.

“What do you mean?” Kasta looked at me.

“You said that people started dying at night from the drones.”

“Oh, these wasps were only active at dusk and the early night hours, so they set the drones up to charge during the day and then become active when the wasps were.” As the words left Kasta’s mouth, her eyes opened wide with surprise.

“It was getting close to sunset when we got in here,” Paula said what everyone else was thinking.

“We need to get back to Persephone before the drones attack her. Right now. Move!” I shouted, and the five of us ran toward the stairwell to get out of the apartment building.
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Chapter 4

“Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit!” Z hissed as soon as we made out the front door.

It was easy to see why the hacker was so upset. The sun was nearly setting, and it was most definitely dusk.

“How many--” I started to ask Eve, but she interrupted me.

“Six kilometers!” Eve answered, and the other women groaned.

“Let’s take one of these cars!” Paula pointed across the street where a group of four of the small three-wheel cars was neatly parked.

“It might take too long,” Z said.

“Longer than running back to the ship?” Paula asked.

“Try the car,” I said, but even as I said the word my stomach dropped. If the three women couldn’t figure out how to get the vehicle to start, we were just going to waste time. I didn’t know if these drones were even active anymore, but I’d rather find out from a safe orbit than down here on the surface.

We ran toward the closest car. The vehicle had a single glass that covered the bottom metal base and wheels of it like the top half of an egg. Z tried to open the hatch of the first car, but it didn’t budge when she yanked on the obvious handle.

“These might even be able to start. They might not have a battery. I can’t even open the damn--”

“Try the other cars!” I shouted as I pushed Z away from the first one with my left hand. As soon as the hacker was behind me. I brought the butt of my rifle down on the clear glass of the hatch. I expected it to shatter easily, but my blow just bounced off as if I’d hit a brick wall, and the sound of my strike echoed through the empty city like a cannon shot.

“Locked!” Paula yelled from her car.

“Locked!” Kasta confirmed from the car she was next to, then the two women ran to the next egg shaped vehicles.

“This is also locked,” Eve said, and I was once again surprised by how calm her voice was.

“Fuck it,” I said as I turned my rifle around and flipped off the safety. The weapon hummed in my hands, and then it spat a trio of bullets out that tore a wide hole in the clear top material of the car. The hood didn’t shatter with the bullets, but my next three trigger pulls punched enough holes in it for me to get my hands around the lower lip.

I grunted, pulled, and the latches snapped free. Then I bent the hood back and tore it free of the hinges. Now the vehicle was a convertible, and the three blonde women leaned into the front seat and started to yell at each other about the control systems.

“It has a computer system--” Z said.

“Battery start hooked up to internal combust--” one of the twins started.

“Ignition is connected to the--” the other twin said.

“It’s got power!” Z yelled, and I saw the screen on the dashboard flicker to life.

Then I heard a humming noise, and it wasn’t coming from the car.

“Adam,” Eve gasped, and I looked up with her into the sky.

There were silvery objects lifting off the roofs of the surrounding buildings. They looked like birds; they even flapped their wings to gain altitude and swung their tails to alter their flight path. That was where the resemblance ended though. My eyes were sharper than a normal human’s, and they had needle like front faces instead of bird-like beaks.

The sight was just shy of terrifying.

“Hurry,” I hissed to the three women. They were absorbed in their work and hadn’t looked up to see what was going on.

“I think this wire will bypass the computer system so there won’t be a login required,” one of the twins said as she pushed her scissors into the dash area. “It won’t come free! Adam!”

“Yeah?” I took a step to the car while I kept my eyes and rifle pointed at the sky.

“Can you rip this away?” I’d lost track of which twin was speaking, but she was pointing at the thick plastic cover at one part of the driver cockpit.

“I’ll try,” I said. Then I leaned over her lap, hooked my fingers around one of the seams and tugged. There was a snapping sound, then I yanked again, and there was a tearing sound, then I made another violent pull. The plastic cover broke free of the dash, and a nest of neatly arranged wires was exposed. It looked really damn complicated, and I felt my stomach drop.

“Adam,” Eve hissed, and I looked back to the sky. The bird-drones were still scattered, but they hadn’t stopped coming and the dying light of the sun reflected off their eyes with a reddish tone. It looked like there were thousands of vampire bats swirling through the air.

“You three need to hurry,” I said again.

“We are trying! This shit is complicat--” Z started to say, but she’d looked up at me, and her blue eyes drifted to the storm of silver bird-drones in the air.

“Oh fucking shit,” she gasped, and the twins stopped their work on the car to look upward.

“That isn’t helping! Get back to the car!” I ordered, and the three women bent to their task.

I turned to the swarming drones and saw a group of ten or so diving to the street. They were a good two hundred meters away, but they swooped along the buildings, across the top of the street, and looked to be flying toward us.

“How much longer?” I tried to keep my voice calm even though my heart was screaming against my ribs. Even the beast in my stomach knew that this whole situation was completely fucked, and it was begging me to take over so it could run.

“Uhhh,” Z said, but then there was a beeping sound from the controls, and the women gasped as the engine struggled to turn over. It grunted like a tired old man, but then it gave up, and the car was silent again.

The noise seemed to cause more of the bird-like drones to notice us, and another group of winged drones spiraled to the ground.

“Damn,” one of the twins said.

“Try again!” yelled Z, and I saw one of the twins fiddle with the car wires again.

The vehicle coughed, sputtered, quivered, and then the engine died again.

“Make it work!” I shouted as I brought the sight of my rifle up to the nearest swarm of drones. It was obvious that they were flying toward us, and even though they were just robots, the red glow of their eyes and aggressive looking needles on the front of the faces made them look like hungry little monsters.

They were within a hundred meters now, and I forced my trembling arms to hold still for half a moment so that I could aim the dot of the sight on the bird at the front of the group.

I pulled the trigger, and a bullet tore through the thing, smashed the one behind it, and sent the two of them tumbling into others behind them. A few shots later and I’d taken care of the entire first group, but there were more another two hundred meters behind them, and I could see four other plumes of drones descending from the sky. It was hard to tell their exact position since they were above us and the sun was setting, but I knew I wasn’t going to be able to defend against all of them. There were thousands in the sky.

And they had all heard my gunshots.

“Yes!” the three women screamed as the engine turned over and caught. The car coughed to life and then purred like a tired cat. Z jumped into the driver's seat, the twins scurried in the back two seats and helped Eve jump over the side of the car so she could sit on one of the twin’s laps.

I jumped in after Eve, and I stood between the three seats so that my groin pressed into the back of Z’s headrest.

“Go! Go! Go!” I ordered, but I didn’t really need to, Z yanked on one of the control sticks of the car, slammed her foot down and then the vehicle began to reverse away from the nearest group of drones.

I fired my rifle at the spiraling group of metal birds, and the dozen or so fell out of the sky and bounced lifelessly off the street. But there were two other groups behind them, and then four more in the distance behind those.

The sky was falling, and it was like a tidal wave of silver wings and glowing red eyes.

“Fucking shit!” Z screamed as she yanked the steering wheel around. Her movement caused my shots to go wide and miss the next group of birds, and I had to grab onto her seat with my left hand to keep from being thrown clear. The car spun around on its three wheels, but instead of doing a full turn around, it only made it part of the way, and Z toggled the control stick for a few precious seconds so we could drive forward instead of in reverse.

There was a group of thirty or so birds flying toward us from up above, and I raised my rifle to send a stream of bullets at them. I took out half of them before my magazine was empty, and I ejected it into the floor of the car while I reached for a fresh one from my pouch. I was worried about the birds in front of us as well as the ones in back. But as soon as I pressed a new magazine into my rifle and took out the rest of the birds I heard shots behind me and turned to see Eve and the twins shooting at the group that had been closing in on us from the front.

“This piece of shit isn’t fast enough!” Z screamed over the sound of the wind and our gun fire.

“Faster than walking!” I yelled, but it was only marginally true. We were probably only moving at fifty kilometers an hour. It was enough for the wind to sting my eyes, but I could have sprinted this fast in my tiger-man shifted form.

“Left!” One of the twins yelled, and I turned to see a plume of birds flying from an alley. The blonde woman and I fired, and we tore through the mass in a few seconds, but as we were shooting, Eve and the other twin started shooting. I glanced over to see four more groups of bird-drones closing in on us from that direction.

“In front!” Z cried, and I pivoted around to see a small group come at us from the two o’clock position. They were only thirty meters away, and my bullets found all but one of the streaming machines.

“Shit!” Z ducked her head as the thing streaked by her and slammed into my right shoulder. The hacker’s movement caused the car to sway from side to side, and I felt one of the back wheels lift off the street before she could put it back down.

“Adam!” Eve gasped as I tried to get the bird off me. The thing was larger than I would have thought; probably around fifty centimeters tall with wings and maybe eighty centimeters long. It was trying to drill into my armor with its needle face, and it actually let out a squeak like sound when I attempted to tear it off. I was finally able to hold it away from me, and then one of the twins shoved the barrel of her rifle into the thing’s head and pulled the trigger. Its needle-face turned into a mesh of smoldering wires, and I tossed it on the road before I turned back to the front of the car.

“Are you hurt?” Z yelled as she twisted the wheel to her right. The car swerved, and a plume of silver birds streaked past us.

“No,” I said as I raised my rifle again to shoot at another group of thirty diving toward the front of the car. My magazine ran out halfway through, but I was quicker to reload this time, and I finished off the group before they made it within sixty meters of us.

“Reloading!” Eve called out from behind me.

“I’ll cover!” both of the twins said at once, and I felt a surge of pride punch through the terror infecting my body. I had a great group of women with me. We were all starting to work together as a team, and I was going to do everything I could to make sure they lived through this.

Then a blast of drone-birds hit us from the side, and everything turned to shit.

Z and Paula both screamed, and I felt two of the robots try to punch their needles through the armor on my body. Needles dug into my neck, but I ignored the agony and bent forward to grab one of the birds that was trying to burrow into Z’s side. My fingers closed around the drone’s neck, and my rage crushed the thing instantly. The car swerved to the side, and we got hit, but Z had somehow kept us from flipping. There was another bird trying to get to her face, but the hacker was ignoring it, and I was able to pull it off her before it could punch its needle into her skull.

I spun around and saw Eve trying to remove two birds from herself. The birds were only attempting to drill into the armor of one of the twins, and I realized they were ignoring Kasta. The android was helping her sister, but no one was helping Eve, so I grabbed one of the birds off the vampire, threw it behind us and then yanked the other free. Eve shot this one as I flung it into the air, and then we helped Kasta pull the last drone off Paula.

“Adam!” Eve shouted as the three women grabbed the drone trying to rip my neck apart. They were too slow though, and I pulled the robot from me and crushed its metal head before I threw it out of the car. I felt my blood pour down my neck, but I didn’t have time to try and stanch any of the blood rushing out.

There were hundreds of swooping bird-drones diving toward us from all directions.

“I’ll take front! You three take rear and sides!” I commanded as I turned around to aim my rifle over Z’s head. I emptied my rifle into the nearest group Z was driving toward, and then I switched the magazine in time to take out another group coming from our eleven o’clock. The three women in the rear continued to tell each other when they were reloading, but there was no relief from the swarm of drones. It was as if we were in the center of a bowl and metal water was being poured on us from the rim.

“We are almost out of the city!” Z shouted over the sound of the rifle fire.

I looked down from where we were shooting, saw that the field was about a kilometer away, and then reloaded in time to shoot down four drones that dove within three meters of us. I was running out of ammo, and I knew the women were probably close as well.

I saw Persephone in the far distance, and the last rays of golden-red sunshine were still kissing the edges of her sleek lines. There weren’t any drones attacking her, or any flying above the field, and I guessed they must have all been roosting on the roofs of the buildings and were deciding to attack us before swarming the ship.

“Faster!” I shouted as I burned through another magazine and reached into my ammo pouch.

“I’ve got my foot down all the-- No!” Z screamed as a group of birds darted from the shadows of the building and slammed into the front left corner of the car. I’d been too busy shooting another group, and I hadn’t noticed this swarm until half a moment before they kamikazed into our vehicle.

Then I was floating in the air.

Then I was rolling on the street.

I sprung to my feet half a second before a drone tried to spear me through the stomach. My armor didn’t let the needle pierce, but the impact still knocked me backward, and I had to twist around on my toes to keep from falling on my ass.

Another bird slammed into my shoulder, and I heard the sound of tires squealing to a stop.

“Go!” I screamed at them as loud as I could, but I couldn’t see if the women actually followed my orders. There were too many drones on me now, and their wings, needle faces, and clawed talons were swarming against me.

The beast inside of me screamed as a needle tore into my cheek. Another needle tried to pierce my skull, but I reached up and knocked the thing away before it could do more than pierce my skin. I had completely lost my sense of direction now, and I didn’t want to accidentally tag my friends with a bullet, so I dove to the street, rolled over my shoulders, and then tried to run in whatever direction I ended up.

The plan was only mildly successful. The metal the birds were crafted with wasn’t very sturdy, and my roll crushed at least three of them, but those were quickly replaced by three more as soon as I started running. Fortunately, I was moving in the direction of the open field, and my friends were speeding away from me in the car. Unfortunately, there were more drones than I could count diving for me, and probably more behind me. I couldn’t even see if the drones were still chasing after my friends, there were too many swarming.

The beast took control.

I hadn’t even thought about changing, so maybe that was how the animal wrested itself free of the bars I kept him locked behind. Maybe I had been so terrified that all of my control slipped away and my raw instincts were taking over. Maybe the reason didn’t matter. I was in the middle of a blender, and if I didn’t change now and try to punch through my shifted form, I wasn’t going to live for more than another handful of seconds.

I didn’t even feel any agony from the change or stumble as I ran. The transition was uncharacteristically smooth, and even though I felt my legs thicken, my feet spread, my spine grow, and my bones re-form, it was as if I was witnessing the changes instead of feeling them actually happening to my body.

I was a fast runner in my human form, but as soon as my legs became shifted, my speed more than tripled, and some of the drones that were trying to drill through my armor plates were tossed free of my body. My shoulders expanded as I ran, and the change in size actually gave me more running power. My vision started changing when I first started to transform, but it normally didn’t finish until I lost my human teeth and grew my tiger-fangs. I spit them on the ground as I ran and let out a roar of freedom as the last bird-drone fell away from my shoulders.

I raised my rifle as I sprinted and throttled the trigger. Bullets tore through a spear of birds trying to dive at me, and their metal chunks scattered to the air like mercury rain. I was only a few hundred meters from the edge of the city, and it looked like only two groups of birds were flapping toward me.

My next pour of automatic fire dismantled one of the groups, but then my magazine was empty. I didn’t want to slow down my running speed with a reload attempt, so I just bent low, raised my rifle over my head like a pathetic shield, and tried to plow through the swarm of birds. They made a few squawking sounds when I hit them with my rifle, and two of them tried to bore into my armor, but then I was free of the mob, and I was running beyond the city line.

I knocked the two birds free of my chest and told my legs to pump faster. I could hear a thousand wings flapping behind me. I could feel the hunger of the robots, and I could almost sense their frustration that I was escaping. Persephone was up ahead, maybe another six hundred meters, and I saw the women drive the beat to hell car up to the ramp. The door to the hatch was closed and Z was waving her hand over the hull so it would open.

A drone hit me in the back, and the impact lifted me off my feet. My legs pumped through the air twice before I landed, and I grunted as I squeezed an extra burst of speed out of them. I stayed on my feet instead of tripping, and I gave thanks to whatever lucky star was watching over me.

Then another bird hit me in the back of my left leg as I ran, and the impact forced my foot to smack into the back of my right calf. There was no recovering from that, and I tumbled to the ground like a thrown bowling ball.

Get up! Run! Run!

Eve’s words were loud enough to make my brain cry, but she didn’t need to tell me what to do, I was already rolling forward and trying to spring back to my feet. The fall cost me too much speed through, and it felt like twenty birds were on me.

They couldn’t stop me from getting my boots on the ground, and I did my best to run toward Persephone while I raked my rifle across my head to wipe off the drones. I’d been lucky, and none of them had been able to drive one of their needles into my skull. I did have half a dozen needles in my neck through, and one dangerously close to my spine. I knocked that drone away first as I ran, but another bird hit me, and I stumbled forward again.

Terror and rage were keeping the pain of a dozen needles away. None of the injuries burned or seemed to be numbed by poison, but the needles probably didn’t need to be poisoned to be effective against the wasps. The wasps these things were supposed to destroy were immune to pesticides, the simple needle was more than an effective enough weapon, especially if there were two or three of the drones attacking a single one of the bugs. My body armor was the only reason I was still alive, and I made a promise to buy helmets for all of us if I got back to Persephone alive.

I heard burst fire from guns, and I flung my rifle around to knock a few more birds free so I could see better. Eve and the twins were at the hatch door, and they were shooting toward me. I was only two hundred meters away now, and I begged my heavy legs to just give me another ten seconds of power so that I could make it there.

Once more, I reached down deep into my soul for as much power as I could gather, and I pushed it all into my legs with the knowledge that I would die if I didn’t give it everything I had.

I ran, and I didn’t feel the pain of the needles digging into my neck and through my armor. I only felt my massive heart slam in my chest.

I ran, and I didn’t hear the sound of my friends’ rifles, or the wings of the drones behind me. I just heard my breath leaving my body with violent gasps.

I ran, and the wind and grass parted around me like I was a bullet tearing through a piece of paper.

I ran, and the sensation of setting my boot on Persephone's ramp was almost as wonderful as when I threw myself past the door and into her hold. I still had three of the bird-drones clinging to me, but the twins quickly beat them into scrap metal with the butts of their rifle while Eve closed the hatch door.

“He’s in!” three voices screamed at once, and I felt Persephone spring forward; almost as if she was a hopping bird taking flight. None of us were strapped down, so we were all flung across the hold and slammed against the bay doors. I managed to get my arms around each of the twins as we slid across the floor, but Eve was already by the hatch, so I didn’t think the impact hurt her that much.

“Ooof!” one of the twins said when she smacked into my chest and sandwiched me against the door.

“You okay?” I asked her, and she nodded.

“How about you?” she asked, and I was getting familiar enough with them to know it was Kasta.

“Fine,” I replied.

“Yeah, but you’ve got three needles sticking out of your neck, and two out of your armor.” She pointed at my shoulders, but I didn’t feel any pain there.

“I will pull out the neck ones,” Eve said from the other side of the hold door, but then Persephone twisted through the air, and the g-forces pushed us all back against the metal again.

The ship was shuddering slightly, and I hoped that meant Z was taking us out of the atmosphere, and not that the birds were tearing Persephone apart.

The four of us couldn’t move for an agonizing minute, and then the g-forces relaxed, and we all let out sighs of relief.

“Hey all,” Z’s voice came into the hold. “I put us in orbit. I don’t think Persephone took any damage, but I want to run a diagnostic. Paula and Kasta, can you help me?”

“Yes,” they both answered.

“Good job getting us out of there, Z,” I said.

“Ahh, yeah. Good job at saving our ass a million and a half times,” the hacker said. “Do you need to rest after your change into sexy tiger-man?”

“Yeah,” I said. I was surprised that Z actually called me ‘sexy tiger-man’ across the speaker system, but I figured it was no secret she had feelings for me.

“He is a sexy tiger-man,” Kasta whispered, and I didn’t think that Z heard her.

“Oh yes. Very sexy,” Paula whispered, and both of the beautiful blonde women gave me hungry looks.

“I’m going to go rest,” I said loud enough for Z to hear. “Eve, can you take these needles out and--”

“Captain!” Z shouted through the speakers. “You need to get up here!” I felt Persephone start to move to the side, and her engines began to crank up.

“What?”

“Six Lith Dae Navy ships have just popped out of hyperdrive. They are about ten thousand kilometers away, but they are sending us a communication request.”

“Shit,” I groaned. “Be right there.”
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Chapter 5

Eve, Kasta, and Paula inspected my body for needles during the brief elevator ride. They found seven total; three in my neck, two broken off in the armor of my right shoulder, and two more stuck in the armor of my back. The needles in my neck hurt when they removed them, but I healed almost instantly.

“Have they made offensive movements?” I asked as soon as we made it to the bridge.

“No, Captain, they are just sitting there. They have a light cruiser class, two destroyers, two battleships, and a patrol boat.” Z pointed at the detail on the screen, and I read through the information that Persephone's scanners displayed there. I didn’t want to run from this planet, but I knew there was no way we could take them all out. Even with a full crew, it would be risky for one ship to go against six, and we were terribly shorthanded. These ships also looked to be in better repair than the three other Lith Dae Navy vessels we had fought. The zoomed images showed clean hulls, with no sloppy rivets or mismatched repair plates on the hulls.

“Go ahead and open communications,” I said.

“The request is asking for video and audio,” Eve said as she slid into the copilot’s chair.

“Just audio,” I said as I sat. I expected Paula and Kasta to take their own seats, but the twins stood on either side of my captain’s chair and leaned into my shoulders. I was about to tell them to get to their gunner stations, but the voice came across the bridge speakers.

“Persephone, this is Captain Renalta of the Lith Dae Navy. I request that you open your video communications with us.” It was a man’s voice, and the timbre convinced me he’d spent most of his life drinking whiskey and barking orders.

“Apologies, Captain Renalta, our video system is down,” I replied. I tried to keep my voice less tiger-man sounding and more human, but it still retained most of its sinister growl.

“With whom do I speak?”

“My name is Adam. I’m the captain of Persephone.”

“Your ship isn’t tagged, are you part of a military fleet?”

“No, we are a passenger and trading vessel,” I answered.

Captain Renalta didn’t reply immediately, and I gestured for the twins to go to their gunner and drone stations. Both of them gave me matching pouts, and then they left my side to take their positions.

“You just left the atmosphere of Uraniel. How long were you on the planet’s surface?” the man asked.

“A few hours. The city where we parked seems to be abandoned,” I answered.

“Were there any Lith Dae Navy ships in orbit when you arrived?” he asked, and Z turned around in her chair to give me a grimace.

“None were here when we entered the atmosphere.” The statement wasn’t exactly false, but the reason the ships weren’t here when we entered atmosphere was that we had already destroyed them.

Captain Renalta might not believe that though. We were just one ship, claiming to be a passenger and trade vessel, and most would think it unlikely that we would be able to take out three military vessels. I wouldn’t have believed it, but now I knew Persephone wasn’t an ordinary ship, and we weren’t an ordinary crew.

“We’ve found evidence of their destruction on the other side of Uraniel. You didn’t see that?”

“Sorry, Captain Renalta, we heard this colony traded rhodium, and that is why we are here. Just wanted to barter for some and maybe book a passage.” The beast didn’t want to talk to this fuck anymore. He wanted to fill his ships with plasma fire and watch them dissolve into burning lumps of space wax.

He didn’t answer immediately, and Eve gestured that she was muting the line.

“I am somewhat confused,” the vampire said. “How do they not know we destroyed their ships?”

“They probably think that we did,” Z answered.

“Would they not have heard a distress signal from the three that attacked us?” Eve asked.

“Not necessarily,” I answered. “Captain Lachie could have sent out a signal to say she was attacking us, but the communication would have moved at light speed. The rest of the Lith Dae Navy could be weeks, or even months away. When a ship goes into hyperdrive, they might miss the signal because they are moving too fast for their scanners to pick up.”

“I see.” Eve nodded.

“Yeah, it’s kind of crazy. The only way news really travels fast is if another starship carries the information with them,” Z said.

“Much like our ancestors used to carry the news to different settlements by foot or horseback,” one of the twins said from their station behind me.

“That is an interesting comparison,” Eve said with a smile.

“That’s also why it’s really fucking weird that Elaka Nota found us in Gliese 876,” Z said. “They shouldn’t have been able to track us across such a long distance.”

“Captain Adam, occasionally, when I’ve encountered ships that claim to be ‘traders’ or ‘passenger boats,’ they are really slavers or mercenary types.” Captain Renalta’s voice came over the bridge speakers, and we turned our attention back to the conversation. His voice sounded surprisingly warm, and I began to wonder if he had come to the conclusion that we didn’t destroy the other three ships in his navy.

“We are open to employment opportunities, but we don’t want anything to do with slavingggg,” I growled at the end and then gritted my teeth in anger.

“Did you notice anything unusual when you were on the surface?” Renalta asked quickly.

“You mean the thousands of killer bird-drones?” I asked.

“Ahh. You saw them.”

“Yeah, my crew and I barely escaped. Is that the reason there is no one on the planet?”

“Yes, unfortunately. Uraniel is Lith Dae property. We colonized it some five hundred years ago for farming and mining purposes. The drones were there to take care of insect pests going after our crops. Their programming code became corrupted, and the drones began to attack anything living. We saved as many of our people as we could, but there are still many trapped down in the bunkers below the surface of the planet. They will be running out of food soon.”

“We like helping people, especially if there is trade involved,” I added the last part, even though it wasn’t true, so the captain thought we were open to payment for a mercenary deal. I didn’t like the idea of working for Lith Dae when it was apparent they had been a big part of this mess, but it was possible that they knew how to stop the drones.

“Good!” he exclaimed. “I’d like to meet in person so we can discuss the details.”

Z turned back to me and gave me the ‘fuck no’ look I’d come to appreciate. Eve also shook her head, and I didn’t need to turn around and look at the twins to guess at their feelings.

“Captain Renalta, you mentioned there were other ships in your navy here?” I asked.

“I found their wreckage on the oth--”

“Sorry to interrupt you, but I am cautious about other enemies. As a trader and transport ship, I’ve survived by knowing when to run. I would prefer not to meet in person. I’m sure you can understand.”

“It isn’t how I do things, Captain Adam. The job I have is important, and I have a good amount of rhodium to pay. I need to be able to look you in the eye and know that you’ll be able to get the job done.”

Z rolled her eyes and then blew the bangs of her blonde hair back with a puff of air from her lips. Eve just shrugged. She knew what I knew: if I decided to play hardball with this guy, he might tell me to leave, and then we wouldn’t be able to help the citizens of Uraniel.

If they were still alive to help.

“I can understand that. I’d like to meet in person also,” I said, and Z slumped in her chair. “But as I said, we’ve lived this long by being highly suspicious, especially of corporate military fleets. How much rhodium are we talking about here?”

“I’ve got two-hundred grams.”

“That’s a good amount.” I didn’t have to try very hard to feign interest. That amount of rhodium was miniscule compared to the shipment we had lost when the drones had shot up the crate Wayne asked us to deliver, but it would exchange for three times the amount of the supplies we had just delivered to Jatal.

I doubted Captain Renalta actually intended to pay us that amount.

“It is,” he agreed with a short laugh. “Why don’t you send a shuttle over this way? We’ll treat you to a nice meal, and we can talk about the job. If I feel as if you can handle it, then we’ll negotiate the terms. If I don’t think you can do it, then we’ll part ways, and I’ll look for another partner.”

I knew what the man was trying to do, but I tried to keep the beast’s rage subdued. His fleet could have taken us out easily, so he did need us for something. There would be no “looking for another partner.” I guessed that the job was on Uraniel’s surface, and he didn’t want to risk his own people.

“When we first landed, we had no idea about the drones. Then the sun began to set, and they attacked. Is that how they work? Do they only come out at night?” I asked.

“That is how they work, yes,” he confirmed. “I’ll tell you more when you come over.”

“Give me one moment, please?” I asked.

“Of course,” he replied, and I motioned for Eve to mute the communication.

“You can’t go over there,” Z spat.

“How long will the sun be on the other side of the planet?” I asked the four women.

“Seven and a half more hours,” one of the twins answered almost before the words left my mouth.

“You want to meet him down there?” the hacker asked. “That is even crazier.”

“I think it will be okay,” I said.

“Why do you think that?” Z asked.

“There is more going on here,” I replied. “Faddy was just a citizen on the surface of Uraniel. He didn’t know about any of the archeological dig sites. He didn’t know the exact specifics of the negotiations between Lith Dae and his government. All he knew for sure was the aftermath. If Captain Renalta really wanted us gone, he could attack right now, and we would have to run. He needs us for something. That doesn’t mean he won’t betray us later, but we can’t help the people of this planet if we run away.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean you have to meet him face to face. Ask him to--” Z started to say, but I raised the palm of my hand.

“If I meet him face to face with Eve, we’ll know exactly what is going on,” I said.

“Hmmm,” Z sighed. “I guess you have a point there. Alright, I’ll allow it this time.” She chuckled, and the other three women let out short laughs.

“Captain Renalta?” I asked after I motioned for Eve to unmute the communications.

“I’m here,” the man said.

“I’d prefer to meet on neutral ground. There is a field where we just landed. We will meet you there when the sun has risen, and the drones have returned to their slummmmmberrrr,” I growled the last word and then cleared my throat.

“I’d prefer you to come to my ship. We will treat you like honored guests.” The tone of Renalta’s voice sounded a bit annoyed, but I was ready to call his bluff.

“You need our help, we want rhodium. You can’t argue with a meeting on neutral ground.” I kept my words slow and careful so that I didn’t risk a growl.

There was silence on the other side for a good ten seconds, and then Captain Renalta finally answered. “We can fly around to the other side of the planet and then meet there. I would like to get this done sooner rather than later.”

I thought through my options as I made eye contact with Eve. I couldn’t meet the man in my weretiger form, but shifting back to my human form would exhaust me. I needed time to rest, but I couldn’t explain that to Renalta. I would need to lie, but which lie would hold him off? I could tell him our ship was damaged, but if he thought we couldn’t escape, he might attack.

“My apologies, Captain Renalta.” The beast screamed in my soul when I apologized to the man. It apologized to no one. “Several of my crew members are injured, and we have to spend some time ensuring recovery. My navigators tell me the sun will appear down below us in seven and a half hours. That will give us enough time to tend to them. Can you wait?”

There was another pause, and I realized I was holding my breath. I let it out with a slow exhale and prayed that the man believed my lie.

“We have a medical crew we can send over,” he said at last. The man was a pit bull, and he wasn’t going to let this go easily.

“I thank you for the help, but we prefer to tend to ourselves. If we are unable to tend to our wounded, I might take you up on that offer. Will you give us some time? We will let you know when we are ready to land on the surface. We can take a shuttle and meet you there.”

A few more moments of silence passed, and the man spoke again.

“Very well, Captain Adam. We’ll wait until the sun rises down below. I’m trusting you with this, if I see any act of aggression, or if you try to run, I’ll assume you had something to do with the destruction of the other ships in the Lith Dae Navy, and I’ll attack.”

“Thank you for your understanding. We’ll open communications with you once we are ready to depart.” I motioned to Eve, and the woman gestured to say she ended our conversation.

“That gave us some time so I can rest.” I let out a long breath and tried to force my muscles to relax. I thought of the ocean, the trees, and the breeze moving across the salty water. I hadn’t been in my weretiger form for long, so the change back to my human body was somewhat easy. The shift was still painful though, and I had to resist the desire to rip apart the nice leather chair I sat upon.

Then the change was complete, and I opened my eyes to find the twins studying my face from only thirty centimeters away.

“Interesting,” the one on the left said.

“Very interesting,” the other said.

“What?” I asked as I inhaled sharply. It smelled as if Paula was the one on the left.

“How does it work?” the one I guessed was Kasta asked.

“My changing?” I asked, and they both nodded. It was like looking at a woman standing next to the mirror. They were absolutely identical in mannerisms and movements.

“You get larger when you change and then become smaller again,” Paula said.

“He’s still a big man though,” Kasta said as she bit her bottom lip.

“Antoine Lavoisier would go insane,” Paula laughed.

“I don’t know who that is,” I said as I looked between them.

“He was a scientist,” Paula explained.

“I don’t really like scientists.” I chuckled and then put my palms on the armrests of my chair to help me stand.

“He said that mass couldn’t be--”

“Lavoisier also wouldn’t understand how hyper or warpdrives worked,” Kasta interrupted her sister with a shrug.

“No, he would because of the energy transfer and the--”

“Ladies,” I interrupted. “I need to go to sleep.” I stepped out of my seat and they nodded.

“We can help take you to your room,” Paula said as she wrapped her hands around my right bicep.

“And help you with your armor,” Kasta said as her fingers grasped my other arm.

“Ahhhh,” Z’s voice protested as she stood from her seat and walked toward us.

“No,” I said as I pulled my arms away from the twins. “I need you three blonde geniuses to study the broken drones we have in the hold.”

“Oh, that is a good idea,” Z said, and the other two women nodded.

“I can walk myself to my room and take off my armor.” I laughed and then stepped down off the slight dais where the five chairs were positioned on the bridge. “Wake me up within an hour of the sun coming up. I’m hoping you would have learned more about the drones by then.”

I would like to come with you, but the timing is still not right. Z would be hurt.

Eve’s voice came to my mind as I walked past the holographic map projection. Her words made me sigh a bit, but I didn’t turn around to look in her direction. I felt as if we were both hiding our affections for each other because we didn’t want to hurt Z, but it was dumb because the hacker knew that Eve and I had feelings for each other. At the same time, I also had these feelings for Z, and I didn’t want to hurt her.

I understand your dilemma, but it is one of social construct, not one of honor. We both love and desire you. In time, Z will come to accept our relationship.

“Maybe, but that doesn’t mean I will. I have beliefs. They help keep me human when the animal rages. I love both of you, but I don’t know how to proceed without committing my mind and soul to one of you. Sorry, Eve,” I whispered to the hallway as I passed the elevator. I didn’t know if the vampire heard me, or read my thoughts because she didn’t answer.

And I didn’t want to have the discussion right now. I was too damn tired, and I had to worry about resting before I worried about Captain Renalta, his fleet, and the crackpot suicide mission he probably wanted to “hire” us for. I didn’t have time to puzzle through my complicated relationships.

I had told my friends that I would be able to take my armor off by myself, but my fingers couldn’t grasp at the seams on the metal pieces, and I gave up after three attempts. The suit was plenty comfortable, especially in my current state, so I just flopped on my bed face first. The last thing I felt was the pillow beneath my face, and the caress of a woman’s fingers across my scalp. The sensation should have startled me awake, but it felt like a dream, and the caress carried me into slumber.
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Chapter 6

“Adam?” I thought a voice whispered to me, and I opened my eyes to see the blue sky and the ends of long stalks of green grass waving above me.

“Yeah?” I asked as I pushed my hand down into the dirt to bring myself up to sitting position. I heard the flutter of wings and thought that the drone-birds were coming to impale me, but I didn’t see any of the flying robots behind me in the field.

I was alone, and the fields of green grass stretched to the horizon like waving ocean.

“Hello?” I called out to the breeze, but no one answered. Didn’t I fall asleep on Persephone? Had I gone down to the planet’s surface to meet with the captain of the other ship? I couldn’t remember the man’s name, so maybe I dreamed of him as well. Where was Eve? Or Z? Or Kasta and Paula? They should be here with me, but instead of feeling any panic, I only felt a sense of belonging. I was supposed to be here in this field, and I was sure my friends were close by.

I got to my feet and glanced around me. There were no landmarks, no trees, and nothing beside the flat lay of grass blowing in the gentle breeze. I turned my head around again and saw what looked to be a bit of a hill some six hundred meters in the distance. It wasn’t elevated that much, but I figured I could see a little better from on top of the small climb.

I enjoyed the warm sun on my shoulders, the soft sounds of the grasses dancing, and the scent of fresh plants on the air. The walk stretched my legs, and I had to resist the beast’s desire to run through the grass. I was a bit surprised by the emotions it was sending through my soul. It normally wanted to kill, or eat, or fuck, and I couldn’t recall it being happy unless it had done one of those three activities recently.

I reached the base of the hill and walked up the gentle slope. The ground here was squishy like mud, and I found myself stumbling a bit during my climb. I made it to the top without much difficulty and then glanced around to get my bearings.

“What the fuck?” I asked the breeze as I stared down below me. The hill was actually the lip of a valley, and the grass at the edge changed from a healthy green to a dying brown as it led down the slope. At the bottom of the valley, the grass was a charred black in color, and it looked as if something had come through and poisoned or burnt the entire floor of the valley. It might have actually been lit on fire by a starship passing too close with thrusters, but the transition from dead black grass to browned was not uniform, so I guessed that the vegetation had become diseased.

“Eye yahhh,” I heard a woman whisper in my ear, and I felt my heart leap into my chest. I turned around, but there was no one behind me.

There was a fluttering sound of wings at my back, and I spun back to the valley floor. A shadow of a bird passed overhead, and I tilted my head up to try to catch a glimpse of it. My vision was sharp and much improved over a normal human’s, but I still couldn’t see the creature that took flight. I only saw its shadow speed away from me and down the bottom of the blackened valley.

I took a deep breath and then followed it down the slope.

The diseased ground was also soft, and each footstep caused my boot to sink in a good ten centimeters. The sloppy terrain under the diseased grass made my going slow, but I finally made it to the floor of the valley and turned left to follow the direction the shadow had flown.

The sky was no longer blue, it was a dark gray, and the wind blew cold across my cheeks.

I walked for what felt like hours, and the clouds only grew darker. I could feel that the wind was chilling, but each blast only caused me to shiver for a brief moment before my body returned to its comfortable state. The armor I fell asleep wearing wasn’t on me anymore, but my tight flight suit was, and I guessed that the technology in the weave of the cloth was keeping me warm. It was getting almost too dark to see now, and I reached for the light controls on me left sleeve, but as soon as I pressed the button to activate them, I heard a growl up ahead, and the sound made the monster in my DNA scream.

There were two massive black panthers crouched in front of me.

Their eyes glowed red like dying suns, their tongues rolled from their mouths like pink snakes, their maws were missing all but two fangs, and their muscles were bunched taut as if they were ready to pounce.

Then they did pounce toward me.

They were positioned at my ten and two o’clock, so I threw myself forward into a roll that I hoped would bring me out of their range. I felt one of the monster’s claws part the air behind my leg, and I guessed it had missed me by only a few centimeters. I popped out of my roll sprinting, stumbled a bit in the soft ground, and then pumped my legs hard to keep myself from tripping. I risked a quick glance behind my shoulder to see if the giant cats were chasing me, and I wasn’t surprised to see them closing ground.

I reached my hands to my hips while I sprinted, but I’d forgotten to bring my pistols down to the planet’s surface.

I was going to have to shift if I wanted to live through this.

The beast in my soul screamed with joy when I let it free of its prison. I was expecting the usual agony of my transformation, but the change was painless and almost instantaneous. I was a man one second, and then a weretiger the next.

But then the change didn’t stop, and I was running on all fours.

“No!” I tried to scream, but my voice came out as a roar instead. This running felt natural to me. It was how I was supposed to exist. The man shape was just a lie. I had never been human. I had always been this hungry beast who needed to kill to exist.

Now it was time to kill the two chasing me.

I pressed my front paws into the soft ground and pivoted my rear legs around with a twist of my shoulders and tail. My sprint stopped instantly, and one of the black creatures tumbled past me as he tried to stop himself. The other dug his front limbs into the dirt, and I saw his muscles bunch up impossibly large as they absorbed the forward momentum. His position meant that he couldn’t attack me with his claws, so I leapt for his face, and latched my front toes into this skull above his eyes.

The black cat screeched with surprise, but I didn’t waste any time bringing my rear feet into play. My weight was entirely on his skull, and it drove his face down into the mud while my other two sets of claws tore into him. Even though my opponent was almost twice my size, his skull wasn’t indestructible, and the razor-sharp blades of my claws tore his nose apart before it cleaved tears into the bone beneath.

My third round of scratches actually broke open his skull, and my claws blenderized his brain half a moment before he fell to the ground. I leapt free as soon as we landed, and I dashed to the side to keep the other giant panther from landing on me. He growled with frustration when I evaded, and I sensed him lash out with his paw. I was a bit quicker though, and I managed to tuck my tail and ass in so that he missed.

I pivoted around and we circled each other. The monster was too large for me to risk a head on attack. I was going to have to wait for him to either pounce or swipe at me. My enemy must have figured the same because he hadn’t made an immediate move to attack.

Even though my body was that of an animal, I still had my mind and combat training. I was still a Marine. My shoulders bunched as if I was going to pounce, and the other cat prepared himself to bite me in half. Instead of pouncing, I darted forward and slashed my paw across his face. He hadn’t expected the move, and he screamed when my claws sprayed his blood across the poisoned grass.

We circled each other again, but the panther still wasn’t making an attack. I moved as if to pounce on him again, and he guessed I would go for his face. It was the result I wanted, and he brought his claws up to tear into me when I went for him.

Instead, I leapt high and landed on the scruff of his neck.

I latched on with my front claws and tore into his back with my rear. He roared and tried to roll, but I sprang free easily and landed to his side. The monster was insane with pain now, and he pounced at me with his fangs opened. I threw my bulk backward as the fangs snapped a half meter in front of my face, and then I raked my front claws across his eyes. They both came free from his skull, and the beast screeched with agony.

He didn’t last much longer after I took his eyes. The beast might have been able to use his nose to track me, but his face was pouring thick blood. He might have been able to hear where I stalked, but his ears were torn, and he wouldn’t stop screaming with his own agony. I circled around him until I found a good position, jumped on his back, and then sank my teeth into his neck. My jaws crushed his spine instantly, and his massive body stopped twitching a few moments later.

I pulled my jaws off the panther after I was sure he was dead, and then I glanced around the area where we had fought. I didn’t see my suit on the ground anywhere, and it wasn’t on my furry tiger body. Fortunately, I could see without the lights, and I continued on the path through the valley.

My paws were wider than my human feet, so I didn’t sink into the mud when I ran. The sensation was pleasing, and I soon found myself loping along at a brisk pace. Soon I was running up another slight hill, and I paused once I reached the apex.

There was some sort of temple at the bottom of this next valley. It was made of dark metal, stone, and red lights that whirled around the base of strange looking pillars in slow circular motions. The design of the building looked similar to one of the pictures of the ancient Earth Indian temples I had seen in the info terminals, only the dark coloring combined with the red lights gave me a feeling of dread instead of wonderment.

I counted nine pillars around the main structure and guessed their height to be five meters. The black and steel temple they surrounded rose some twenty meters off the ground, and the front entrance was at least five meters tall. It looked like an open maw of a hulking beast, but while my human mind felt a twinge of fear, the tiger part was just angry that its run had been interrupted by something so ugly.

“Eye yah…” a woman’s voice whispered from beside me, and I turned. She stood there like an angel with shimmering pale skin, silvery-gold hair, and wings deeper than the night. Her hand came down to me, and her fingers rubbed the sensitive parts around the base of my left ear. I couldn’t help but purr, and the temple below me was almost immediately forgotten.

“Yah. Yah. Eye,” she whispered as she stopped scratching my ear. I looked up at her beautiful face, and she gave me a wonderful smile before she took a step off the lip of the valley and began to walk down the slope.

I followed her.

“Eye yah. Yah. Eyeee. Yayaya,” she was speaking quickly, and I tried to tell her I had no idea what she was saying, but my own words came out like a purr, and I gave up after a few attempts. I didn’t particularly want to go into the evil-smelling temple, but she did, and I wanted her to scratch my ears again. Or maybe my tummy, or maybe the spot at the base of my tail. I had never been scratched there, but I guessed it would feel divine.

We reached the entrance to the temple after a half minute of walking, and the beautiful winged woman took a deep breath. She looked at me and then sighed before she gave me a half smile. She squared her shoulders and stepped past the threshold of the dark temple. I walked at her side, and her right hand rested on my back.

The floor of the place was made of a dark metal. The walls were crafted out of a strange dense ebony stone that looked like obsidian, and the ceilings were covered with thousands of rubber tubes suspended in the air like a massive spider’s web. Dark stone columns held up the ceiling, and red lights ran up and down them like blood pumping from a heart. I could tell by the hesitating steps of the women next to me that she was terrified, and this cause an angry growl to rumble from my chest.

“Eye yah.” She patted my back and then let out a forced breath. Then she nodded and gestured up ahead of us. The room we were in was enormous, but there was a raised dais some two hundred meters in the distance. The network of tubes descended from the ceiling there, and it all connected into the top of a wide stone cylinder. The setup looked somewhat familiar, but I couldn’t remember where I had seen something like it before.

The woman continued her approach and her hand continued to pet my back. The pace was a bit frantic now, and the terror was clear on her face. We made it to the base of the steps leading up to the stone cylinder, and the woman gestured up toward it as she looked at me.

“Eye yah? Eye yah?” I still couldn’t understand her words, but it was obvious she wanted something from me.

“Lady, I don’t know what you want, but I really want you to pet me,” I said, but my words just came out as a long purr that I was sure she couldn’t understand.

But then she took her hand off my back, looked at her fingers, and shook her head. Her long silver-gold hair bounced over her shoulders when she made the movement, and I realized that she actually did know what I was trying to say.

“You want me to go up the stairs?” I asked, but of course, it came out like a cat purr.

“Eye yah!” She nodded and then pointed at the stone cylinder.

“You want me to open that?” I meowed with disappointment. This wasn’t at all like being petted on my tummy.

“Eye yah!” She nodded again and then gestured with her hand.

“Alright,” I purred and padded up the stairs to the black tube. It was probably three meters wide in diameter, and a good five meters tall. The bottom quarter of it sank into the metal floor of the dais as if someone had screwed it in there. The tube might have actually been longer than I thought since I didn’t know how much extended down into the floor.

I circled the stone cylinder, but other than the tubes descending from the ceiling to connect to the top of it, I saw nothing else of interest. I turned to look down the stairs at the woman, but she was now standing on the other side of the tube from me. I padded over to her side and brushed my flank against her leg, but her hands were moving across the surface of the cylinder, and she didn’t pet me.

“Eye yah. Eye yah.” She shook her head as her hands moved, and I looked up to see each of her fingers leaving glowing red lines across the surface of the stone. The red glow then spread across the cylinder, and it formed a rectangle shape. The stone there faded until it was clear, and I saw that the interior of the tube was a gray liquid.

Then a hand reached out of the liquid and grabbed the edge of the door the winged woman had painted in the stone.

“Eye yah!” my friend stepped away from the opening, and the terror was plain on her face. I positioned myself between her and the tube, and a growl filled my body.

The creature in the tube pulled against the stone where it grabbed, and a leg slid out of the liquid. Then the other leg followed before the form kind of fell out of the container. It landed in a crouch and then stood erect. It was a woman, with long legs, a narrow waist, and full breasts. Her skin was white, but the gray slime that covered her combined with the red pulsing lights to give a sickly glow to her nude form.

Her hair was a dark black, as dark as the wings of the woman who stood behind me, and if flowed down her back past her ass like a horse’s mane. She opened her eyes, and they glowed red like the lights pulsing inside of this temple.

Then she opened her mouth, and she had two long fangs like the panthers I just killed.

“Ohhhh gaaah.” Her voice sounded deep and dark, and she raised a finger to point at the woman behind me.

“Eye yaaaah!” the winged woman screamed, and it was the first time I actually understood what she said.

I dove toward the woman who just came out of the tube. My intent was to attach my front claws to her shoulders and then cut her open with my rear claws, but she disappeared as I was about to claw her, and I found myself flailing against the air.

“Adam!” I heard a voice cry, and I opened my eyes with a startled gasp.

“Are you alright?” Eve’s hands were on my left shoulder, but I couldn’t really feel her touch because of the armor.

I was in my bedroom aboard Persephone. I was still wearing my armor.

“Ahh,” I gasped and then pulled away from Eve.

“You were having another nightmare.” She shook her head and frowned.

“Yeah. Fuck.” I wiped the palm of my hand across my face and let out a shudder. I remembered a dark temple, and a stone tube that looked a lot like the glass tube I once found my friend in. I remembered the woman who stepped out of the tube. She looked somewhat like Eve with her pale skin, dark hair, red eyes, and fangs, but Eve’s face was kind, and her beauty filled my heart with warmth. The woman I attacked in my dreams had a face painted with sharp lines of cruelty.

Was there someone else in the dream? My memories were fuzzy, but I seemed to recall someone else there. Someone had stood behind me, and I tried to protect them from the dark woman.

“I see,” Eve whispered.

“Huh?” I asked as I looked at her.

“I am sorry. I am feeling your thoughts. Adam, I would never hurt you. I love you so much. I--”

“No,” I said as I grabbed her hands with mine. “It wasn’t you in my dream. It was someone else.”

“But she looked similar to me. She was a vam--”

“Doesn’t matter. I didn’t think it was you.” I wrapped my armored arms around her shoulders and pulled her into my chest. She had taken off her armor attachments and was only wearing her skin-tight flight suit, but I still couldn’t feel her body because of my armor.

“But your subconscious mind is--”

“No,” I interrupted her. “You know how I feel about you. My dreams weren’t warning me about you. It was someone else. It was something else. I feel as if I keep having them, but I can’t remember them all.

Eve didn’t say anything as I held her, so I looked down to her face to gauge her reaction to my words. Her eyes were closed, and she had her cheek pressed against my chestplate. She seemed to guess I was looking at her, and she opened her red eyes halfway.

“I like being held by you,” she whispered.

“I could hold you every night after I make love to you,” I said.

“That sounds wonderful.” She sighed and wiggled a bit into my arms. “I would like that, but…”

“Z,” I said.

“Yes, but, you as well. You say you want me as your love, but I know your heart is complicated by your feelings for both of us.”

“Yeah,” I said.

“It does not have to be complicated. We all love you. You love us.”

“It isn’t that simple,” I said. “I just can’t turn off my sense of honor. I feel as if I am betraying both of you.”

“I can understand, but what if Z says she is fine? What if she tells you it is what she wants? Would that change your opinion?”

“I don’t know, Eve.” I sighed.

“What if you were holding Z in your arms right now instead of me? What if she asked you to make love to her?”

“Uhhhh, I’m not sure what I would do,” I said, but I knew what would probably happen.

“Hmmm,” she sighed and looked up to my face. “I am happy being here with you. I am happy being here with Z, Persephone, and Paula and Kasta. Our passions excite me. My life is better than I could have imagined, and it is all because you saved me.”

“You were the one who took off my collar,” I said as I leaned down toward her mouth.

“But now we are bound together. I would not want it any other way.” She pressed her lips into mine, and I felt my head spin. Her kiss was tender, and our tongues danced together for a blissful half minute.

We both sighed when our lips finally parted. I thought she would pull away, but instead, she pushed against me, and my head fell back onto the pillows of my bed. Her left leg slid across my hips so that she was straddling me. Then she bent down to kiss me, and I leaned up into her mouth. Her hands cupped my cheeks while we kissed, and I could hear her heart race in her chest.

“I want you,” she gasped after our lips parted again.

“Yesss,” I hissed as my hands came to circle her narrow waist.

“I see what you want to do to me. Your desire excites me.” She bent down to kiss me again and one of her fangs lightly bit my lip.

“How much time do we have?” I asked as my hands slid up her back to the nape of her neck. The release for her suit was there, and my fingers pinched the fastener.

“Ahhh,” she sighed with frustration. “I came to wake you because it is time to go.” The beautiful woman rested her palms on the armor plates of my chest guard, and then let out another exhale of frustration.

“Now?” I moaned.

“A bit ago actually. You were experiencing the dream, and I tried to peer into it.”

“You can do that?” I asked.

“Yes, but not with the ones you have. It was as if there was a wall preventing me from reading your thoughts. It is a puzzle. Once you were awake I could see your memories of it.” Eve’s eyes met mine again, and I could see the desire plain on her face. She shifted to get off my hips, but my hands closed around her stomach again.

“After we get back,” I said.

“I let my passions cloud my judgment,” she said as she shook her head. “I would make love to you now. I would sleep in your arms every night, but you and Z have not come to terms with your relationship. I can wait. I have waited for many years to have these friendships. I can wait a few more days.” Her fingers moved to stroke my cheek.

“It might take more than a few days for Z and me to figure this out,” I said.

“I can wait as long as it takes. I do not want to make her jealous, or make you regret the passion you give me.”

“I would never--” I began to say, but she put her finger to my lips.

“You would because you love her and don’t want to hurt her. I will speak with her more. She does not believe my words when I tell her I want the three of us to be together.”

“I have trouble believing that.” I laughed as I pulled her hand away from my lips. Then I kissed her fingers and shifted so we both could get off my bed.

“You don’t have my powers,” Eve said with a coy smile, then she gestured to my door, and I followed her out of my suite and into the bridge.

Z and the twins were waiting for us, and I gave the three blonde women a nod before I sat in my chair.

“You sleep okay?” Z asked, but she didn’t look at me.

“Yeah. Thanks for asking. How did the drone investigation go?”

“We had three broken units. Their design is interesting. There is no direct control link to any of the units,” the twin on my left said, and I leaned closer to her so that I could taste her scent. It was Kasta.

“What does that mean?” I asked after the woman paused for a few moments.

“Nothing controls them directly. They have firmware programmed into them. They communicate with the nearby units using a simple electromagnetic interface and firmware can be updated across units,” Paula explained, and I turned to nod at her once she finished.

“So can we hack the software and get them to stop?” I turned to Z.

“Negative, Captain,” Z shook her head. “Well, actually. Yes, I could, but I’d need a bunch of live-- errr working units to try and reprogram. Then I’d have to test to make sure it updates the other units.

“First Z would have to break the encryption,” Kasta said.

“Yeah, I didn’t mention that, but it’s not that big of a deal. It will take eight hours at the most.”

“So, we need to capture some without damaging them, then we’ll need at least eight hours?” I asked so that I understood it in layman’s terms.

“Ha!” Z laughed. “You are such an optimist. Maybe we can do it in eight hours, maybe it will take longer. Maybe we won’t be able to do it.”

“There is another possibility we thought of,” Paula said, and I turned to her. “If Lith Dae created these drones, and Faddy said there was a group of citizens that were able to hijack the code, there might be some sort of control center on the planet.”

“But you just said there was no direct control method. Is there--”

“There isn’t, but there could be a terminal somewhere on the planet that would update all the firmware of the drones with a few commands. I still think we need to catch a few of these drones so we can play around with them, but we might be able to expedite everything if this Captain Renalta guy can give us the info.” Z pointed at Persephone's screen where the Lith Dae Navy ships floated in orbit.

“Adam, Captain Renalta is sending us communication,” Eve said.

“Ehhh. Impatient fuck, the sun just rose on the city below,” Z grunted.

“Alright, open the communications,” I said to Eve.

“Yes, Captain,” she replied as she pressed one of the buttons on her control terminal.

“Greetings Captain Renalta,” I said. “We are getting ready to land on the surface.”

“Good,” he replied. “I’ll be taking a shuttle. You will be doing the same?”

“Yes. I’m trusting your fleet won’t attack us.”

“No, Captain Adam. As I said, we have a business offer for you and your crew. It is important to us that it is completed.”

“I’ll bring one of my crew members. We’ll have our sidearms, but no other weapons.”

“Very well, I will bring my commander. You do not need to bring any weapons,” he said.

“There are thousands of hostile drones on the planet. I’m gonna feel a lot safer with a handgun on me.” I laughed, and the man chuckled along with me.

“We’ll meet you planetside in a few minutes,” Renalta said, and then Eve indicated he had cut off the communication.

“I can’t shake the feeling that we are totally going to get fucked by this asshole,” Z said with a long sigh.

“You always think that,” I said.

“Yeah, and we almost always do!” the hacker laughed. “Seriously though, what do you want me to do if those fucks fire on us while you and Eve are down on the shuttle?”

“Just fly to the other side of the planet. Use the transponder to let us know, and we’ll try to get out of the atmosphere as fast as we can.”

“But what if you can’t? What if we have to run?” Z asked with a pained expression.

“Let’s hope that doesn’t happen,” I said. Then I nodded to the twins and turned to Eve. “You ready?” I asked the vampire.

“Yes. Let us do what we can to help these people,” she replied, and then we walked toward the elevator.
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Chapter 7

“There is something else we must speak about,” Eve said once our shuttle had exited out of Persephone’s top diamond shaped bay.

“Oh?” I asked as I increased the throttle on the small craft and banked it down toward the planet below us. The visor in front of us wasn’t a screen, it was actually an ultra-hard glass cockpit, but it had sensors overlaid in-between the panes, and the navigation system highlighted the shuttle leaving the largest of the Lith Dae ships.

“Yes. I am getting hungry.”

“Uhhh. Hungry for food, or…” I glanced over at her, and she frowned a bit.

“Blood. It has been more than two weeks since I fed on the corrupt police officers in Queen’s Hat.”

“You’ve gone longer than that without drinking any--”

“Yes. Do not be alarmed, my love. It is a faint hunger. The forecasting of small pangs. I’ve spent many years without feeding, so I understand what my endurance is like. I am not worried about becoming some sort of monster who needs to eat the crew.”

“I get it, but you’ll need blood soon?”

“No,” she said as she shook her head. “That is what I want to speak with you about. I do not really understand how I get my powers. I know they did things to my DNA. I know I already had psychic abilities before they began their work, but I thought the blood was the fuel. It isn’t though. While you were resting at Queen’s Hat, I restocked all of our medical supplies. I added a large surplus of items to help you recover from your shifting, and I also bought a variety of blood products. I thought they would be useful if we needed to perform heavy surgery, or I could just eat them to recharge my magic.”

“I’m guessing that you have tried to eat some,” I said.

“Yes.” She sighed. “Most of the products I bought were synthetic, but some were natural. I had tried the synthetic before we left from Jatal’s moon, but it did nothing to ease the small amount of hunger I felt. I tried the bag that came from a human while Z, Kasta, and Paula were working on the drones. It didn’t appear to work either. It tasted fine, but the hunger is still present.”

“That’s not good. Maybe they lied, and the blood wasn’t real?” I raised an eyebrow.

“It tasted real, the synthetic tasted a bit different, still pleasant though.” She shrugged and my brain tried to make sense of the lovely woman speaking about her taste for blood.

“What are our options then?” I asked.

“I am unsure. As I said, the hunger is bearable, I will probably be able to tolerate it for a long time, but if I use my powers, it will be difficult.”

“Can you drink from me?” I asked as I engaged the autopilot controls that would guide the shuttle through the atmosphere of Uraniel.

“No,” she said. “I cannot.”

“I wouldn’t mind. You could just take some when you needed it.” As soon as I said the words, I realized my life was incredibly strange. I would do anything for her.

“I know you would do anything for me, Adam, but your blood isn’t clean. I can not drink it.”

“What?” I felt my heart sink into my stomach and I turned away from the controls of the shuttle to look at her.

“No, no. Sorry, my love, it is the wrong term. You have been experimented on. You are changed. I feel your passion and your honor, but your blood wouldn’t charge me because it has been changed. This is why I cannot feed on certain others that we have found. Their blood is different, either from too many drugs or mutation. I can sense it in them and I know it will not work.”

“Ahh,” I said as I tried to shrug off her words.

“I do not want to hurt you, either. Even though you would do anything for me, I do not want you to experience pain just so I avoid a mild discomfort.”

“I am thinking about Z; when she first saw you feeding on the guards in the Elaka Nota control tower, she asked if we were going to need to keep prisoners on our ship so that you could feed on them.” I let out a laugh, and it helped me recover from my bruised feelings. I really shouldn’t have been sensitive about this, but I felt powerless to help the woman I loved.

“I do not believe it will come to that. In our quest to help others, we will stand in the path of evil men and women. I will feed off them. I wanted to tell you so you knew it was the only solution. There should be no secrets between us.” Her hand rested on my shoulder, and she blessed me with a beautiful smile.

“Agreed. No secrets,” I said as I took her hand in mine. I lifted her fingers to my lips and kissed the back of her hand. Eve let out a soft gasp of pleasure when my lips touched her skin, and I glanced up into her red eyes.

“When you kiss or touch me, the hunger disappears,” she whispered with a smile.

“I’ll have to do more of it,” I smirked at her.

“Yes, but Z.” She frowned. “Will you speak with her when we get back?”

Our shuttle was shaking a bit from the atmosphere entrance, and I turned to face the surface of the fast approaching planet.

“What do I say? ‘Hey, I love you, and Eve, but it makes me feel terrible to feel this way. I don’t know what to do, but I really want to fuck both of you, but yet I don’t because that is messed up and I feel like I’m behaving dishonorably and ungrateful to both of you’?”

“You could say that, but it isn’t exactly what she wants to hear. Remember that she is nervous about Paula and Kasta taking her role on the ship and in your heart.”

“I don’t know why she would think that about Paula and Kasta. They are--”

“You haven’t spoken to Z since we landed on Jatal’s moon. Even just a conversation where you affirmed you still care for her, and you need space to figure out our relationship, would put her more at ease.”

“Got it,” I said. “I’ll talk to her as soon as we get back.”

“Good,” Eve said with a nod. “I will continue to speak to her about our relationship.”

“Your and mine?” I asked.

“No, although that is part of it. I meant my relationship with her. I had told her I loved her at Queen’s Hat. It has made her uncomfortable. I understand, but she is coming to accept that my feelings are true.” Eve smiled at me, but I just shook my head.

“Fuck, this is so weird.” I let out a dry chuckle.

“You think it strange, but my heart is filled with joy and love.” Eve shrugged. “Perhaps you both are the strange ones.”

I laughed and then pressed the button on the console to take control of the shuttle. The field was a few thousand meters ahead of us, and I steered the craft toward a landing approach. We set down almost right on top of the spot where Persephone’s thrusters had torched the field, and then I leaned back in my chair after I cut off the engines.

The Lith Dae shuttle set down fifty meters away, and I flipped through the scanner controls on my terminal to see if I could find a way to zoom in on their cockpit. It took me a few moments to find the switch, but I was rewarded by a screen popping up in the lower righthand corner of my display. It showed a single woman and man in the other craft standing from their pilot chairs. Then they turned away from their controls and moved to the back of their shuttle.

“Alright. Looks like they only have the two of them,” I said as I stood.

“I do not have a good feel for their minds yet, but I will once we begin to speak to them,” Eve said as she walked to the exit door of the shuttle behind me.

“Let’s hope they don’t try anything stupid.” I hit the button to open the door, then I hit the other button to extend the ramp. I checked to make sure that my pistols were set correctly in their holsters, and then I walked down the ramp.

“Greetings!” the man called from across the grass. The voice sounded like Captain Renalta, and my shoulders relaxed a bit.

“Greetings,” I said as I reached the grass. I kept my eyes on the uniformed man and woman as I walked through the tall grass, but they matched pace with me, and the four of us came to stand face to face between our shuttles.

“I am Captain Renalta, of the Lith Dae Navy.” He was a lean man, with peppered black hair, blue eyes, and a strong jaw. He looked like the kind of guy that would grace a military recruitment poster.

“I’m Adam,” I said as I shook his outstretched hand. He wasn’t as tall or broad as me, but he still had a strong grip.

“This is my first mate, Eve,” I nodded to the vampire woman, and she held out her hand to Captain Renalta.

“Pleasure! This is Commander Tunar-Roz,” Renalta said after he shook Eve’s hand.

“Nice to meet you,” I said as I reached my hand out to the woman. She also looked as if she was cut from a stern military cloth. Her brown hair was pulled back tight against her skull without a single loose strand. Her uniform was perfectly pressed, and she stood at full attention. She nodded curtly to me before she shook my hand, but I saw her eye narrow when she touched Eve’s hand.

“We don’t allow body-modders in our Navy,” Captain Renalta asked as he looked at Eve and me with a bemused expression.

“I can understand why.” I didn’t know if the man was trying to pull anything out of me, so I just answered as simply as possible. “Can you tell us more about this job?”

“I’ll get there. First, I would like to get to know you both a bit more,” the blue-eyed man said as he looked at me.

“We are traders,” I said with a shrug.

“Your ship looks military, as does that armor.” He nodded at the plates on my chest.

“We’ve been successful so far,” I said.

“That’s how it often is with your type,” Commander Tunar-Roz said as she shook her head. “But then one bad run and that’s it.”

“Space travel tends to end that way. One mistake and you are dead. I try to be cautious. What is the job?”

They have new code to halt the drones. There are two control towers in each city, but the original hacking attempt came from the location in one of the bunkers here. He wants us to upload the new code into the control tower. He thinks we could have destroyed the other three Lith Dae Navy ships, but Captain Lachie was a political rival of his, and he will take all the glory in his fleet if he does this assignment without any other help. Their culture is very cut-throat, and re-claiming this world for their government will ensure his promotion.

“I’m sorry, can you repeat that?” I asked. Renalta had asked me a question while Eve spoke through my mind, and I hadn’t been able to pay attention to both conversations.

“Which system are you from?” he asked.

“I am from Sol. Lived on one of Jupiter's moons,” I said.

“You are a long way from home. Were you a soldier? You have the bearing of one.”

“A marine actually,” I said.

“Ahh! Even better,” he replied with a wide smile. “If you need something done, send a marine, eh?”

“And you need something done. That is why we are here,” I said as I gestured to the field. “I surmise it is something to do with these drones.”

“Their programming was tampered with,” the commander said, and I turned to look at her. “To fix them, new code must be uploaded into the control towers. This will disable the drones and allow us to occupy the planet again.”

The code will not disable the drones, it will change their commands so that they will no longer attack starships or anyone wearing a Lith Dae marker insignia on their person.

“When you say it like that, it sounds simple,” I said, “but we are down here talking, so I guess there is more to it.”

“Aye.” Captain Renalta pointed toward the distant city. “The signal towers use the metal of the buildings. The control room is in the top area of the northwest bunker where the citizens of this planet are hiding. The entire network is linked together deep underground, and you can’t enter any of the bunkers unless a command is given from another one.”

“So you can’t get in to upload the code?” I asked.

“Correct,” he replied.

“So how are we going to get inside?”

“The southeast bunker can open the hatch doors for the northwest one,” he answered, and I sensed a bit of annoyance on his face.

“But we can’t get into the southeast bunker without another one opening it. Or am I understanding you wrong?”

“No, you are correct. We’ve been studying the layout for some time. The cluster of bunkers in this city has a direct link with terminals in the government center. We have figured out a way to open the southeast bunker for a few minutes. This will require another piece of software being uploaded to that system,” Commander Tunar-Roz said.

“So someone needs to upload the file in the government center to open the southeast bunker, then someone needs to go into the southeast bunker and open the northwest bunker’s doors, then the new files will have to be uploaded into the control room terminal of the northwest bunker to turn off the drones?”

“Correct,” they both said at once.

They think the southeast bunker’s doors might close as soon as the command is issued to open the northwest bunker’s doors, or the citizens of New Penza will attack them. They also are not entirely confident that their new code will work. This is why they want to work with us. Captain Renalta doesn’t want to sacrifice his own people.

“This seems like a complicated process,” I said with a frown. “You must have over a hundred bodies up on your ships. Why do you need us to do this?”

“There is a security lock on the government center building. We cut the power source, but it has a backup solar generator that we have been unable to locate. The batteries expire after a few hours of darkness, then the door can be opened,” Commander Tunar-Roz explained.

This is the crux of their problem. If we weren’t here, they would begin building a new structure to cover the government building so that the drones could not enter. However, this will take Renalta four months or more. They also fear retaliation from the New Penza natives that have taken refuge in the bunkers. They want them as mining slaves so they don’t want to kill too many.

His superiors have demanded that he bring this planet back under Lith Dae rule in a few weeks. They sent both Lachie and him here to work together, so he wants to get it done himself. This is why he wants to try us first. He doesn’t know how we escaped from the planet at dusk, but he thinks we might have some sort of cloaking technology on our ship or in the suits we are wearing. Either way, we are a quick and expandable solution to his problem.

“Sounds like it will be a juggling act,” I said.

“You’ll need three teams to coordinate everything. The team who enters the government building will need someone skilled with computers. The terminals there all have passwords protecting them. The team who enters the northwest bunker will need to be able to open the drone terminal and upload the new code. There might also be automated defense systems in each of the bunkers,” Captain Renalta said.

“What kind of automated defense systems?” I asked.

“We aren’t sure, but you should expect some resistance.”

Ahhh. More is becoming clear. Renalta and Tunar-Roz believe the citizens of Uraniel will do whatever it takes to keep from falling back in line.

“Do you have some extra muscle on your ships?” I asked. “You are asking a lot of my crew.”

“I am also offering a lot of rhodium. Two-hundred grams is probably the largest haul you’ve ever seen. Eh?” Renalta gave me a half-smile and chuckled.

He has the rhodium, but he doesn’t think you’ll actually live to collect. Even if we do upload the new code to change the firmware of the drones, they will still kill us when we exit the bunker. For him, this is a shot in the dark, but it is worth his time to talk to us because he’ll get data around our failure which can help him succeed later.

“It is a good amount.” I shrugged. “I guess I’m still wondering why you care about this planet. We have done a fly over, their technology is old, and I didn’t see any mining areas.”

“We could ask you the same,” Commander Tunar-Roz said. Her eyes narrowed at me, and she crossed her arms.

“We are here because we heard they are a backwater planet that almost never gets visitors. Those types are always eager to trade and travel.” I shrugged.

They want the dig sites. By the stars, Adam, the crust of this planet is filled with unearthed technology of an ancient and powerful race of humanoids. The wasps the people of Uraniel accidentally unleashed are just the tip of the iceberg. Lith Dae was able to recover a tiny portion of the technology, and they are using it to develop biological weapons they think will give them control over this part of the galaxy, maybe even the entire Milky Way. They fear the citizens of Uraniel might have dug sideways in their bunkers and found some of the technology. They were transmitting radio signals up until a month ago, but then they stopped suddenly.

“It’s our colony planet,” Captain Renalta said with a shrug. “We are required to protect our people. The sooner we get these drones fixed, the sooner we can get the poor people of this planet out of their bunkers.”

“I like jobs where I get paid to help people,” I said with a nod. No sane person would take this job; Captain Renalta expected us to die while doing it, and if we didn’t, he wouldn’t pay us anyways. The alternative wasn’t an option though. If we leave, it would only be a matter of time before the Lith Dae figure out how to open the bunkers and re-program the drones. Then they would eliminate whichever citizens are hiding and pull every bit of advanced tech they could from the planet.

Commander Tunar-Roz intends to let the drones into the bunkers. Millions of people will be trapped and killed by the birdlike robots. It will be horrible.

Eve’s telepathic words made my brain boil with anger, but I managed to hold my poker face.

“Good!” Captain Renalta said. “Commander Tunar-Roz has the information for you.”

“Here is the detailed location of the government center. The control terminal is wired to a different power system than the locking doors. It was working last we checked.” The woman handed me a silver computer storage fob. “We also have the blueprints to the two bunkers there.”

“What about the programs?” I asked.

“This one is for the government terminal. It will open the door to the first bunker. The other one is for inside the control bunker. You’ll have to find the terminal for that one, but it should be somewhere close to the first floor. Do you have someone who can crack the passcode to the government center computer?”

“Yeah,” I said as I took the other two data sticks from her. I refrained from pointing out that they were obviously lying to me about Uraniel being one of their colony worlds; they would have known the password to the system if that was the case.

“And you’ll need someone with knowledge about drones to push the new code through the system. Do you have someone?” she asked.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “So let’s talk about rhodium. I thought you said two-hundred grams.” I knew the two naval officers were going to try to wiggle out of paying us anything upfront, but it would set off their alarms if I didn’t ask.

“Yes,” Renalta said. “We’ll pay you the two-hundred after the mission is completed.”

“Naw,” I said as I shook my head.

They waited for me to finish, but I didn’t. Instead I just met Renalta’s gaze with an even stare. A few seconds passed, and the man’s brows folded.

“That’s our policy. We don’t pay until the mission is complete,” the commander hissed.

“My policy is to take half up front,” I shrugged.

“Captain Adam, I won’t be able to do that,” Renalta said with a heavy sigh.

He is lying. He believes we will die, so he does not want to waste the rhodium.

“But you have the rhodium?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Of course! I am a man of my word!” Renalta said as he pressed his palm into his uniformed chest.

“I’m not comfortable doing this work without the rhodium. It makes me feel as if you don’t have skin in the game.” I frowned at them.

“We don’t feel comfortable giving you a hundred grams of rhodium before you produce any work,” Tunar-Roz hissed at me. “You can warpdrive out of here at any moment and leave us high and dry.”

“Hey, you know, you are right,” I said with a nod. My words caught the woman completely off guard, and her eyes opened wide for a moment.

“A hundred rhodium is a lot to trust me with, I get it.” I shrugged. “Still though, it’s going to take me a lot of planning to do this, and some of my crew members might die. I get how you don’t want to trust me, but you are asking me to trust that you’ll pay me after I finish, but you can also hyperdrive out of here. If you were me, what would you say?”

“As I said before, Captain Adam, I am a man of my word.” Captain Renalta let out a sigh. “How about we give you twenty-five up front?”

“Make it fifty grams,” I said.

The two of them looked at each other for half a moment. I couldn’t read their expressions, but Turnar-Roz seemed a bit surprised when Captain Renalta nodded.

“We’ll give you fifty. Thanks for helping us, and the good people of Uraniel,” he said.

“My pleasure,” I replied, and the woman began to shift her fingers through the bags on her belt.

He agreed to give us the rhodium because he now plans to take Persephone from us.

Eve’s voice made my hackles rise, and I had to force a smile to stay on my face. The commander pulled out five small packets of shiny gray dust, and then she stepped forward to place them in my hand.

“Thank you,” I said to them both with a nod. “We’ll get to work on our end as soon as we get back to our ship.

“Tell me a little about your ship,” Renalta requested. “She is an interesting looking craft.”

“We like her,” I said carefully.

“How long have you flown her?” he asked.

“Feels like forever.” I laughed and tried to keep the beast caged in my stomach.

“Well, once you’ve helped us here. I would love to exchange tours. The Lith Dae Navy is always looking for new recruits. The pay will probably be much higher than what you’ll get as a trade ship,” Captain Renalta said with a half smile.

“I’ll think about it,” I replied.

“You will start the mission tonight?” Commander Tunar-Roz asked.

“I’m not sure. We will have to look at the information you have given us and plan.”

“You’ll have twenty hours to plan. That should be more than en--” she began, but Renalta raised a large hand to silence her.

“We’ll give you till tomorrow night,” he said. “That should be more than enough time. Don’t you agree?”

“Yeah,” I said with a nod. “If we have any questions, can we reach out to you?” I asked them, and then I turned to Eve. I didn’t know if she had anything she wanted to ask, but I wanted to make sure she had an opportunity to speak.

“Of course. If you need any more information, just let us know,” Renalta said.

“Thank you,” Eve said, and her lips curled into a beautiful smile that showed her twin fangs. “We will be in touch.”

They nodded, and we said our goodbyes before retreating to our shuttles. Eve handled the ramp and door while I jumped into the pilot seat and began the lift-off process.

“Persephone, this is Adam, we are heading home,” I said into the shuttle’s transponder.

“Copy that, Captain,” Z said. “What’s the news?”

“I’ll brief you when I get back,” I said.

“Uh oh,” Z said.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“You aren’t even trying to convince me this is going to be easy. You normally try to brush off all of our missions like they aren’t a big deal.” The hacker sounded worried, and I turned to Eve as she sat in the copilot’s seat. The vampire frowned a bit and then shook her head.

“Yeah,” I sighed into the transponder. “This is going to be really fucking hard, but if we don’t do it, millions--maybe even billions of people that live on this planet will suffer.”
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Chapter 8

The flight back to Persephone was uneventful, and the five of us met on the bridge around the map platform. I laid the data sticks on the empty table by the holographic projection and then told them about the conversation Eve, and I had with the Lith Dae officers.

“I’ll need to inspect each of these drives for viruses,” Z said as she scooped them up with her long fingers.

“How long will that take?” I asked.

“Hard to say, no more than a few hours. Just want to make sure they aren’t trying to infect Persephone with anything before we plug it into the map system.

“Good call. I also want to know what is in the code for the drones.” I looked at the twins.

“We can figure that out as soon as Z has finished her check,” one of them said with a nod.

“Ideally, we can re-program them so they aren’t hostile, or maybe make them hostile to Lith Dae. I’m not sure how hard it would be, but I don’t want these fuckers setting foot on Uraniel.” My words came out as a growl, and the four women nodded in agreement.

“We’ll see what we can do,” the other twin said, and then she raised her hand to her mouth to cover a yawn.

“Shit, I took a nap, but you all didn’t,” I said.

“I’m fine,” the twin I guessed was Paula said, but then she yawned again. I looked at Z, and the beautiful hacker also had dark circles under her eyes.

“We’ve got till tomorrow night, how many hours is that? I think you all should rest for a bit.”

“It will be a little over forty-seven Earth hours before we need to enter the government center,” Kasta said.

“Yeah. Plenty of time,” I said. “Let’s meet back here in eight. You all get some res--”

“I’m fine,” Z said. “I need to work on these drives.”

“No, get some sleep. That’s an order,” I said to her with a smile, and the blonde hacker let out a sigh.

“What if those fucks try and attack us while we are sleeping?” Z asked.

“I can keep watch,” Kasta said with a shrug. “If you don’t mind me sitting in your chair.”

“Not at all,” Z said with a smile.

“I would also enjoy a rest,” Eve said.

“Yes, it’s been a while, and I’m still hung over from the party,” Paula said through another yawn.

“I’ll stay up for a bit more and think through a plan,” I said.

“I would enjoy a conversation with you.” Kasta smiled at me, and I nodded.

“Alright, Everyone but Kasta is dismissed. See you all back here in eight.” Eve, Paula, and Z all nodded, and then they turned to walk toward the elevator.

I followed Kasta to the other side of the bridge, and I sat in the captain’s chair while she slid into the pilot’s seat. As soon as she got settled, the android turned to look at me, but then I saw her eyes drift to the side and I glanced over.

“Can we talk?” Z asked.

“Yeah, sure,” I said.

“Uhh. privately.”

“Of course,” I got out of my seat and nodded to Kasta. “You’ve got the bridge.”

“Aye, Captain,” the android said as she turned back to study the Lith Dae Navy ships on Persephone's screen.

Z walked with me past the elevator, and I gestured for her to enter my suite. She didn’t say anything when she walked inside, but I could tell she was tense by the rigidity of her shoulders.

“So…” she started as she sat down on the couch in my foyer.

“Sorry I’ve been avoiding you,” I said as I sat on the other couch across from her.

“Whoa. That was easier than I thought it was going to be. I thought you were going to say ‘No, Z, I haven’t been avoiding you. You are making it up,’ and then I’d have to think about it, and start to doubt myself, and then think that I might have been imagining you not talking to me during Jatal’s party.” She let out a nervous laugh and then crossed her long legs.

“No, you aren’t going crazy. I’m avoiding you like you are avoiding Eve,” I said.

“Whoa, hey. What’s going on with Eve and I is not the same as with you and me,” Z said.

“Maybe not,” I said. “But I was avoiding you because I didn’t know what to tell you about our relationship.”

“And . . . Now you know?” she asked. Her eyebrow was raised, and I could see the storm of emotions in her eyes. She wanted this from me, but she was also terrified of what I was going to say.

“You are brilliant, funny, kind, and I ahhh,” I let out a long breath and tried to force my heart from slamming into my chest. Why was I so nervous about this? It wasn’t as if I had never been with a woman before. “I remember in the elevator when we were trying to escape from that mall while the Elaka Nota soldiers were coming after us.”

“And you killed all of them? That’s a weird thing to think about--”

“No.” I interrupted her with a wave of my hand. “I’d killed them, and you were still up on top of the elevator car. You reached down with your hand to help me up. That was probably when it started.”

“Ohhhh,” she said, and her cheeks started to turn red.

“I knew you were a good person then. You were brave, and you wanted to help me, even though I’d kind of gotten you into the mess in the first place.”

“Naw, it wasn’t you,” Z said with a chuckle. “It was that fuck-- no, nevermind. I don’t want to think about him.”

“So I want to tell you that--”

“Wait,” she interrupted me. “No one has ever said that to me before.”

“Said what?” I asked.

“That I’m brilliant and funny, and kind, and brave. Well, my mom did, but no man ever has. They just told me I was pretty. I don’t know why that appealed to me. Looking back, I never had a good relationship. My fucking dad left. Ugh. Maybe that’s why I fell for such scum bags before.” She let out a laugh and then her eyes met mine with surprising intensity. “It was the second we met.”

“Huh?” I asked.

“Yeah.” She laughed again. “I wish I could say all the nice things you just said about me, but in all honesty, I ahh… I just thought ‘Wow this guy is really hot. He’s got a ton of muscles, thick hair, cool looking golden eyes, nice lips, and I bet he would be really good in bed.’ Ugh. I was with Jake too. I felt bad for getting all horny about you. It felt like I was cheating on him.” Her face turned redder as she spoke, and she put her fingers over her eyes when she finished.

I didn’t know what to reply, so I didn’t say anything for a few moments. Then she let out a laugh, pulled her hands away from her blushing face, and leaned back into the couch.

“I can’t believe I am saying this to you. I feel like I can talk to you about anything, and you don’t judge me. I know we never really had anything, but I’m still sad that whatever we had is over.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“What do you mean, what do I mean?” Her blue eyes narrowed a bit. “You haven’t talked to me because you were trying to figure out how to let me down easy?” Her sentence twisted into a question at the end.

“I just told you that I find you smart, and funny, and brave, and--”

“That’s the kind of shit you say to someone right before you break it off with them!” Z shouted with exasperation.

“No. It’s--”

“Yes! You say ‘oh you are wonderful because of x, y, and z, but it’s not you, it’s me. I need to find myself’ or whatever other bullshit reason you can think of to let the other person down easy.”

“No, Z.” I laughed. “I’m--”

“And then you haven’t talked to me in like twelve days, so what else was I supposed to think?”

“I was sleeping for eight or so of those.” I shrugged.

“Good point,” she said with a sigh, but then her eyes narrowed. “Soooo… does this mean you aren’t breaking it off with me? Ahh, not that there was, I mean, we kissed and all, and I ahh, just thought that--”

“Z, I love you,” I said the words even though I knew it would make my life complicated. I said them even though I had only known her for a month. I said them knowing that she loved me too. I said them because she was brilliant, and she made me laugh, and I never wanted to be without her.

I said it even though I also loved Eve.

“Okay,” she whispered as she stared at me. Her eyes were opened wide with surprise, and she almost looked scared.

“I want you to be with me on Persephone.”

“Okay,” she repeated.

“I need you to be with me,” I said.

“Okay,” she whispered again, and we stared at each other for a few moments.

“Are you going to say anything else?” I asked as my heart continued to slam into my chest.

“Hard to think about anything when my brain is screaming,” she whispered, and she hadn’t blinked since I told her that I loved her.

“Is that good, or bad?” I asked.

“I don’t know. I keep waiting for the other shoe to drop. You just told me that you love me. You know I love you, but I also know you love Eve, and she told me she loves me.”

“Yeah,” I said with a sigh. “I don’t know, Z. Sorry. I can only tell you what I feel. Maybe I shouldn’t have admitted to--”

“No!” she growled. “Don’t tell me you made a mistake telling me.”

“Okay,” I said with a small chuckle. “I just want you to know that you don’t have to worry about your place on Persephone. I want you by my side.”

“I wasn’t worried,” Z said with a frown. “I’m pretty awesome.”

“Good, and I agree, you are wonderful,” I said.

“Ahhh.” She finally blinked and then let out a slow breath of air. “Okay, I’m kind of full of shit. I was a bit worried. Maybe I still am worried. Paula and Kasta are super gorgeous, and they are twins, so every guy’s fantasy. They both keep flirting with you, and then they are good at math and computers. I uhhh. It’s stupid, I know, but you weren’t talking to me, so…”

“Don’t worry,” I said.

“Yeah, ‘don’t worry’ says the incredibly handsome tiger-man with four women in love with him. Nope, I think I’ll be worried. Thank you very much.” Z crossed her arms and shook her head. “How is this going to work?”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Eve said she wants to sleep with me. I don’t know if I’m into that. Ahhh, I uhhh like her and all. She’s a good friend, but I’ve never really thought about it with another woman. It also feels like I’d be cheating on you, which makes me feel stupid because I’m guessing that you don’t feel the same way.”

“No, I do,” I said. “I don’t know how it will work.”

“What do you mean you don’t know how it will work? What kind of answer is that?” Z asked with confusion.

“I love her,” I said with a shrug. “She said she told you what she wants.”

“Uhh yeah. She wants some sort of free love ménage  trois. Is that what you want?” Her eyes pierced mine like lasers.

“No,” I said.

“Ha! Adam, you are such a fibber.” Z shook her head.

“It isn’t what you want. So it can’t be what I want,” I said, and my answer seemed to have caught her off guard.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“I want to respect your feelings. I care about you.”

“Sooo… If I say no three-way with Eve and me, you are cool with that?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Yeah.” I shrugged. “If you loved another man and asked me to join you two, I wo--”

“Whoa, whoa, let’s not get too crazy here.” Z laughed. “That is way too many hypotheticals.” The slender woman let out a long sigh and then smiled “It does make me feel a lot better. Like I said, I really like Eve, but uhh, I don’t think I’m ready to uhh, kiss her, or other stuff.”

“I get it,” I said. “I’m not ready for it either. It makes me feel as if I am not treating you fairly.”

“Okay,” she said with another sigh. “How will this work then?”

“What do you mean?”

“Uhhh. Like, ummm. Shit.” Her face turned red again. “Will we trade off or something?”

“Trade off? Wha--”

“Fucking shit,” she hissed with an eye roll. “Like for sleeping together! Will you just switch between us every night or something?” Her hands were on her lap, and her fingers wrapped around each other.

“Uhhh. No,” I said.

“No?” she asked with confusion on her face, but before I could reply, I saw her eyes widen, and she started to blink quickly. “Oh, I see.”

“What?”

“Just Eve. It’s okay. I get it.” Z’s voice was a pained whisper.

“No. Damn it, Z.” I moved to her couch and put my arms around her slender shoulders. “I don’t want to switch off, or anything like that. Eve doesn’t care, but I know it will hurt you. Also, it isn’t what I want.”

“Ohhh,” she leaned into my armor and let out a long breath. I could feel her heart racing from where my fingers lay across her back and shoulders.

“It seems too complicated, and I--”

“Wait,” she interrupted me and pushed against my chest so that there was more space between us. “You aren’t going to sleep with either of us?”

“Yeah, I was just about to say that I am not comfortable with it.”

“What’s there for you to be comfortable about? You have two hot women who want to fuck you.” Z shook her head.

“It’s not that simple,” I said.

“No, it isn’t that simple for me because I’ll be trying not to think about the man I love with another woman, but you should be happy. This is like every male fantasy.”

“How can I be happy when I know you won’t be? I’m not like that.”

“What if I said I was fine with it?” she asked, but her blue eyes narrowed dangerously.

“Uhh, you aren’t fine with it, and neither am I,” I replied.

“No. I give you permission. It’s fine. I’ll get over it.”

“No.” I shook my head. “I’ve talked to Eve, she knows you aren’t fine with it.”

“So because I’m uncomfortable with you being with both of us, you aren’t going to be with either of us? That’s fucking dumb.”

“I don’t think it is dumb,” I said with a shrug.

“I feel like it’s my fault. It feels like I’m the one being the stick in the mud and keeping you both from having a good time.”

“Z, it isn’t just you. I don’t know if I want this. Eve came into my room to wake me. We kissed, and I felt remorse that you weren’t there.”

“Ahh, so it comes back to the mage.” She sighed and rolled her eyes.

“No. That isn’t what I mean,” I said.

“What if I’m fine with that?” She raised an eyebrow.

“Z, I don’t--”

“You sure?” She smirked. “It’s a big bed. Eve said that Kasta and Paula can fit on it with us.”

“She said that?” I asked.

“Well, no, but I wouldn’t be surprised if Eve wanted them to join us.” Z pressed her hands over her face and sighed again. “This shit is crazy. A mind reading vampire and weretiger want me to have sex with them.”

“I didn’t actually say that--”

“And I’m seriously considering it. Things we do for love, huh?”

“I’m not asking you to do anything,” I growled, and the slight anger in my voice made her eyes widen again. “I’m just telling you how I feel about you. I don’t want to be without you. Yes, I want to be your lover, but it is complicated, so it might not happen. With either you or Eve. I need time. I didn’t want you to think I was ignoring you because I didn’t care for you.” We stared at each other for a few moments, and then the blonde hacker nodded.

“Alright. I guess I have a lot to think about also. Sorry for giving you shit. I keep forgetting you’re not a normal guy who thinks with just his dick.”

“I do plenty of that,” I said as I thought about the creature who lived inside of my soul. The beast only cared about killing, eating, and fucking, but Z had no idea.

“I guess I should get some sleep. We’ve got a lot of work ahead of us,” Z wiggled out of my arms and rose from the couch. Even though I was still wearing my armor, I missed the feeling of my arms around her immediately.

“Yes we do,” I agreed as I walked toward the door to my suite.

“Uhhh, Adam,” Z whispered, and I turned around to face her.

“Yeah?”

“You said you kissed Eve?” Z raised an eyebrow and stepped toward me.

“Yeah. I--”

“Was it good?” she interrupted me.

“Z, I don’t want to compare--” I started to say, but the blonde woman’s mouth slid to mine and our lips connected.

My breath left my body and poured into hers. Her moan of pleasure filled my mind to the brim. Her mouth tasted sweet like honey, and my fingers came around her back to squeeze her tight ass through her suit. When I grabbed her, she let out a gasp and pushed her body into mine. I wished I wasn’t wearing my armor or any of my clothes, but it was probably better this way. Z’s kiss was filled with hot desire, and her mouth made my lips and tongue tingle.

“Damn,” she gasped as soon as our lips parted. She leaned against me, and I brought my hands off her ass so that I could wrap my fingers around her lower back.

“Yeah. Damn,” I agreed.

“Uhhh. Shit,” Z said before she sighed. Then she pulled away from me. Her blue eyes were focused on the floor of my suite, and she was biting her lower lip. “I need to go.”

“Okay,” I said as I let her slip out of my fingers.

“Dunno how I’m going to sleep. Maybe a cold shower,” she whispered as she crossed her fingers together.

“Hey Z,” I said, and she looked up into my eyes. “What is your name?”

“Oh,” she said with a relieved smile. “I thought you were going to ask me to stay. My name actually is Z.”

“It is?” I asked.

“Yeah, but it is spelled weird: Z, E, A.”

“So Zea?”

“No, not like ‘Ze-ah,’ but like ‘sea’ with a Z at the front instead of an S.” The blonde hacker winked at me. “Hey, I didn’t invent the English language, or tell my parents what to name me. I just thought it was funny when you told me to call you ‘A’ when we first met. Maybe I should have known you’d be trouble.”

“I’m glad they picked that name,” I said. “It suits you.”

“Thanks,” she said, and then our eyes met again. My heart was still slamming in my chest, and I felt like I was falling into her blue eyes. “Are you going to ask me to stay?” she whispered.

“Is that what you want?” I asked.

“Is that what you want?” she answered.

“You need to sleep.” I regretted the words almost as soon as they left my mouth, but she just smiled and nodded.

“Alright, Captain. I’ll see you in sevenish hours.” Zea nodded and then walked to my door, it opened automatically, and she exited without looking back at me.

Then the door closed, and I was alone in my suite.

“Fuck me,” I said after I stared at the door for a few minutes. I was thinking about Zea and Eve, and what the hell I was supposed to do. The few minutes of consideration didn’t give me any clear answer, of course, so I left my room and walked toward the bridge.

One problem at a time. I needed to focus on Uraniel if I was going to stop Lith Dae from taking control of the planet.
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Chapter 9

Kasta and I spent the next few hours speaking about various strategies for stopping the bird-drones on Uraniel. We couldn’t dive into very detailed plans because we were still waiting for Zea to wake up and check the data sticks, but we were able to discuss the most probable plan based off what Eve had uncovered from the minds of Captain Renalta and Commander Tunar-Roz.

“Zea will probably need to upload the software to the government center,” Kasta said.

“Unless she can figure out how to push the code in remotely,” I said.

“Perhaps she can, but I’ll assume she’s the only one who can break the password on their system, and it will need to be done locally. Otherwise, Lith Dae would have done it already.”

“Yeah. That’s true. I just hate for us to split up.” I sighed and rubbed my tired eyes. We were starting to go around in circles a bit with our plans, but the android didn’t seem frustrated, and I felt better about talking through it. Worst case, my mind would turn into an exhausted bowl of jelly. Best case, I’d find a spark of creativity somewhere in our discussion, and it would be the key to defeating Lith Dae.

“You need rest,” Kasta said.

“Naw. I’m fine,” I said. “Issue is that I can’t be everywhere to protect each location. Zea could get attacked by the drones when she is in the government building trying to open the southeast bunker. Whoever goes into the southeast bunker might encounter automated defenses or armed resistance from the natives. Whoever is in the northwest bunker will have the same problems.”

“I’ve been considering as we’ve talked through this.” Kasta nodded and bit her lip in a movement that seemed completely human. “I can control drones without any need for a terminal. Persephone has many combat drones. I could enter the second bunker with two or three of them. If I encounter a security system, I might be able to force my way through with the drones, or I might be able to re-program some of their systems.”

“You can do that?” I asked.

“Maybe.” She shrugged. “I’ve seen Zea work. She is very clever. My sister and I are skilled at writing code for drones or artificial intelligence, but I would feel as if I was blundering around trying to crack the password on an information terminal. Zea has a skill set neither my sister nor I have.”

“Ha, you should tell her that. She’d probably appreciate it.” I smiled at the blonde android.

“Oh?”

“Yeah. I think she believes there is a bit of competition going on. I told her it wasn’t the case, but it would be great if she heard what you said to me.”

“I will tell her,” Kasta said with a smile. “My sister and I think she is intelligent, funny, and beautiful, but that brings us to another subject if you’ll allow us to talk about something other than our mission for a few minutes.”

“Sure,” I said.

“My sister and I didn’t know the right time to ask her this, and neither of us has been alone with you, so this seems like a good time.”

“Okay,” I said, but something in Kasta’s eyes gave me pause. They were blue, but a darker shade than Zea’s sapphire-hued ones.

“Will Zea allow us into your bed? She seemed interested in the swap with Byron, but maybe she doesn’t care either way.” Kasta asked the question so bluntly, I almost had to ask her to say it again.

“Uhhh. No. I don’t think so, and I didn’t think she seemed interested in Byron.” I rubbed my eyes again and wondered how the fuck I ended up in this position.

“Ahh. That is not the feeling we got from her, our perceptions must be incorrect.” Kasta shrugged. “We don’t want to make her uncomfortable, we just don’t have any sexual release now that Byron is gone.”

“Listen, Kasta,” I said with a heavy sigh. “I don’t think this is a good topic for discussion. Zea and I aren’t--”

“You are Eve’s lover as well? And Zea allows that? It is apparent you three are in a relationship together. My sister and I don’t want to be left out.”

“Okay. Please. Let’s not talk about this anymore. My relationship with Eve and Zea is not settled yet. I like you and your sister. You are both brilliant and helpful members of the crew, but now isn’t the time. We have a lot of work to do.”

“Understood, Captain.” Kasta nodded. “We can speak of it later, but just so you know, there are several benefits to including my sister and me in your lovemaking--”

“No really, that’s enough,” I tried to stop Kasta from speaking, but she kept talking over me.

“-- at the same time. Also, I cannot become pregnant, nor do I have a menstrual cycle that can inter--”

“Kasta!” I growled, and she closed her mouth with a snap. “Stop.”

“Sorry.” she frowned.

“I like and respect you and your sister, can we keep our relationship professional?”

“Yes, of course,” she nodded. “Although you are involved with both Eve and Zea, so I don’t see why--”

“Let’s talk about the mission again,” I prompted, and she nodded.

“The main issue is you being three places at once,” she repeated what I had already said.

“If we knew about the security systems, it would make the decision easier,” I said.

“Or not.” She shrugged. “What if each bunker has a robust security system with dozens of auto turrets or the citizens guarding the place shoot first and ask questions later? There is a possibility that we don’t have enough muscle to do any of this.”

“Too many locations, and too many drones,” I said as I rubbed my eyes again. Damn, I was really tired. We still had three or four hours before everyone else was supposed to report back to the bridge. Maybe I should take a short nap? My previous sleep obviously wasn’t restful enough.

“I could go into the bunker with our drones and--” she began, but I interrupted her.

“Where are the little dragonfly drones you brought with us on to the surface of Uraniel?” I asked. An idea had come to me, and it granted a temporary reprieve from my exhaustion.

“I had to park them. They couldn’t fly through all the other drones, we were moving too fast in the automobile, and I wanted to focus on protecting you all from any of the hostile drones.”

“So they are still there? Are they charged?”

“Yes,” she said with a nod. “Why didn’t the bird-drones attack your drones?” I asked.

“Hmmm.” Kasta nodded and her lips twisted with her thoughts. I still didn’t believe she was an android. She just looked so alive.

“The bird-drones didn’t attack you either,” I said as I recalled our frantic escape in the car.

“No. They are only programmed to attack living organisms and metal with radiation protection,” she said.

“You seem rather alive to me,” I said with a chuckle.

“Awww. Thank you! I think so too. As I said, I have feelings and private thoughts. I am my own person. My emotions are a bit more subdued from my sister, but I still have them. However, the drones did ignore me.” She was turned around sideways in the pilot’s chair, and she shifted her legs so that she was kneeling on the seat. “And they ignored my drones. This might be the key.”

“It could be, but why doesn’t Lith Dae know this?” I asked.

“Perhaps they haven’t visited the surface since the drones were changed?” Kasta shrugged.

“How many hours left of daylight do we have?” I asked.

“We have eight more,” she answered.

“How long until everyone is supposed to be back on the bridge?”

“Three and a half,” she said instantly.

“Hmmm,” I said as I leaned back in my chair.

“What are you thinking?” The pretty android tilted her head, and her long blonde hair fell to her side.

“Can you turn one of those cars down below into a drone?” I asked.

“What do you mean? Make it so that I can control it remotely? Or build it out with a limited AI?”

“Controlled remotely,” I said.

“Hmmm. Three hours and twenty minutes,” she said with a slight smile.

“That is an exact number.”

“Shorter if Paula helps me.” Kasta shrugged.

“How about five cars?” I asked.

“I like where this is heading.” She smiled.

“Can you do it?” I asked.

“I think so. Definitely, if Paula helps.”

“Could you drive all five at the same time?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said with a confident nod. “We have the one in the hold, but the hatch is missing.

“It might work, but there were plenty around. I’d like to get some without breaking the glass on the hatches.” I pointed out toward Persephone’s viewscreen. “Let’s see if we can find a group down there close enough to the field or another landing spot. We’ll swoop down, land, get them in the hold, get your drones, and then come back into orbit to work on them.”

“Should I wake everyone up?” she asked.

“Not yet. Next, we need to talk about putting armor on them. The glass on their top halves isn’t going to be strong enough to protect against hundreds of bird drones slamming against it.” I recalled how I’d broken the glass pretty easily with my shotgun. Maybe I was wrong, and the glass could stand up to some abuse from the drones, but I didn’t want to risk any of my friends’ lives on that assumption.

“Hummm,” she said as she studied the map. Then she moved her hands to the controls and shifted the view around a bit.

“What are you looking for?” I asked after she moved the screen around for five minutes.

“A manufacturing plant of some type. We had rhodium refineries on Queen’s Hat, but there were also plenty of smelting and manufacturing plants. I’ve never seen one from a satellite, but I know what they look like from the ground. There, that looks like one.” Kasta stopped the screen on a series of large buildings at the edge of the city. It certainly looked like the kind of place that would be spitting out chunks of forged metal.

“We’ll see if there are any metal plates we can shape and use in the building,” I said.

“We have the tools to mold pretty much any metal,” Kasta said, “but it will still be a question of time. It might take an hour or two to fit a piece of steel over the top of one of these cars.”

“Maybe my math is wrong, but it seems like we would still have enough time,” I said as I added up the figures in my head.

“If we do the welding as we work on the cars. My sister and I can figure out a way. Do you know anything about welding or using a power torch?” the android asked.

“Nope,” I said.

“I’ll need to consult with Paula when she wakes up. If we can find the right type of metal on the planet, and enough of it, we should be able to do it before the next night.”

“Do what?” Zea’s voice called out from the bridge behind us, and I turned to see her.

“You are supposed to be resting,” I said.

“Yeah. I couldn’t sleep,” she said. “I went to work on these data fobs. Just finished my audit of the code and such.” Zea still had dark circles under her eyes, and she let out a long sigh when she sat in the chair next to me.

“What did you come up with?” I asked.

“There isn’t anything to hack Persephone in the code, so that is good, but the code for the government center is troublesome. The drones code also looks really suspicious. I want the twins to take a look at it.”

“Start with the government center,” I said.

“Okay, so the code gives Lith Dae a backdoor access to the city’s security defenses. It actually looks like it might apply to all of the bunkers in the city. I know they told you this code will open the southeast bunker, but that’s not actually true. It lets them open the bunker. It also lets them control all the airflow, plumbing, and security inside.”

“Shit,” I said.

“Yeah. This begs the question ‘what about the northwest bunker? Couldn’t the code just open that one as well?’ It should be able to, but they told us it wouldn’t so I’m thinking most of the citizens in the city are actually hiding in that bunker, and they cut off access to the government terminals to stop Lith Dae from opening it.”

“Can you fix it?” I asked.

“Yeah. I can make it so that only we have control over the bunker doors, but as soon as we do, our friends with the half dozen ships are going to know we changed their code. I think they will attack first and ask questions later.”

“What about the drone code?”

“So this is weird,” Zea said as she held the small data fob up between her fingers. “I’m not an expert on drone software, but it looks like this is telling all of them around the city to spread across the globe a few days after the code is switched. Then it is instructing them to go to one specific location on the planet. It is 3.4204 by 1.3073.”

“Let me pull it up,” Kasta said as she glanced down to the controls by her hands. A few moments later the map on screen shifted to show a strange black building surrounded by some five hundred meters of cleared dirt.

“It looks to be an excavation site,” I said.

“Yeah, see the digging machines in the southeast?” Zea asked.

“They are quite rusted,” Kasta commented as the camera magnified a bit more on the various bulldozers. “Some of the grass has grown back as well. This is only twenty kilometers from the city where we first landed.”

“This might be the dig site that Faddy talked about in his video,” Zea said.

“It most certainly is,” Eve said, and we all turned around to look at her.

“Couldn’t sleep?” I asked.

“I feel rested.” Eve shrugged. “I could feel your excitement.”

“I am here also,” Paula said as she stepped around the row of chairs set around the captain’s. She took a seat on my left so that I was in between her and Zea. Then Eve sat in her usual spot in the copilot’s chair.

“Can you put the camera back to the building?” I asked, and Kasta moved the screen so we were looking down upon the black structure.

“It looks like some sort of weird temple. Hard to tell from this angle,” Zea commented.

“Yeah. It feels familiar,” I said. I couldn’t remember where I had seen the place. But it reminded me of those ancient stacked Hindu temples I saw pictures of when I looked at Earth photography.

“Why would all the drones go there?” Kasta asked.

“I’m hoping you two geniuses can figure it out.” Zea handed me the small data fob, and I passed it to Paula.

“We’ll start on it,” they said in unison, and then they smiled at each other.

“You come up with anything that resembles a plan?” the hacker asked.

“Your news about the code changes things a bit,” I said with a sigh. “I thought we could use the cars to get around the city quickly. Otherwise, we are going to be split up.”

“Will the drones attack us when we are in the cars?” Eve asked with concern.

“We can attach some metal plates over the top and the wheels to keep them safe. It might even keep the drones from recognizing the cars as a live target,” Kasta explained.

“Then what?” Zea asked.

“Let’s take a look at the map data Captain Renalta gave us,” I said as I pointed back to the holographic projection behind us.

A few moments later we were standing around the map, and Zea was plugging the data stick into one of the many ports under the pedestal. As soon as she finished attaching it, the map changed to show a bird’s-eye shot of the city, complete with transparent buildings and shoreline.

“Here is the government building,” Zea said as she zoomed to the central location in the city. “It’s fifty meters tall. Twenty stories. Shit. There was nothing in the data about where the terminal was located, but I can check the power lines when I am inside.”

“How far is the southeast bunker?” I asked.

“Here,” she said as the map shifted. “Two kilometers away as the bird flies. Ha! Get it?” She winked at me, and I smiled in return. “Looks like three and a half by car.”

“And the northwest?” I asked, but Zea was already moving the map.

“It’s a little farther away from the government center; four kilometers by car.”

“Hmm,” I crossed my arms and stared at the map. My idea of using the cars to get around was still useful, but the distance would still be an issue.

Well, the real issue is that I needed another thirty people on the crew of Persephone, then I wouldn’t need to be everywhere at once.

“Is there any way you can change the initial code so Lith Dae has control until we decide to turn it off?” I asked Z.

“Yeah, I could do that, but it’s going to take me a lot more work to put a backdoor in their backdoor without them knowing about it once the code is executed.”

“How much work?” I asked.

“Hmmm. Ten-ish hours?” Zea winced.

“We also have to set up the cars,” Kasta reminded me.

“And look at the code for the drones,” Paula said.

“And investigate the dig site,” Eve said.

“Shit.” I let out a laugh. “Dig site can probably wait. Let’s land Persephone back on the planet and get some cars. We’ll pick up five just in case, but I don’t think we’ll need more than three.”

“We’ll also need to build a signal booster, and then plant it on top of one of the highest buildings,” Kasta said.

“Oh?” I asked.

“It will help us remotely control the cars through the city. We can do it using Persephone’s hardware, but we’d have to be in the atmosphere, and the drones might attack her.

“How long?” I asked.

“An hour, but then we’ll have to plant it on top of a building,” the android woman said.

“Okay. Zea, you work on that code as soon as you land us.”

“Got it,” the hacker said as she stepped toward the pilot seat.

“Kasta, you are going to work on the signal booster.”

“Will do,” she said with a beautiful smile.

“Paula and Eve, we are going to steal a bunch of cars and try to get some metal to armor them. Kasta will join us when she finishes with the booster.” The two women nodded.

“What about the drone code?” Zea shouted over her shoulder, and I turned to see her slide into the pilot’s chair.

“As soon as we get one car set up, either Paula or Kasta will look at it,” I said to them, and they both gave me a mirrored smile.

“This will be fun,” Paula said.

“Yeah,” I said with a laugh. “As long as we don’t get eaten by drones, shot to death by the Lith Dae Navy, or attacked by whatever other creature is in the… temple...” my words trailed off in my mouth, and I felt a cold chill descend my spine. As soon as I said the words, I got a strange feeling that they were true. There was someone inside of the temple. Something evil. I didn’t know why I knew there was, but I was convinced.

“Adam?” Eve asked, and her soft voice pulled me back to the bridge.

“Sorry,” I said, and I forced myself to smile at the vampire woman. She knew my mind though, and her red eyes gazed at me with obvious concern.

“Something wrong?” Paula asked.

“Let’s get going,” I said. “We’ve got a lot of work to do, not a lot of time to do it in, and we still don’t really have a solid plan.”

“That’s how we do things on Persephone,” Zea said with a laugh. “Now you all better get your sweet asses buckled in. I’m taking her down.”

We nodded, moved to our chairs, and then watched the blonde hacker turn Persephone away from the Lith Dae ships and down toward the mysterious planet.
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Chapter 10

“These ones,” I said to Eve and Paula as I pointed at the first group of cars we spotted in the city.

“I’ll park,” Paula said, and she steered the hatchless car we had used to first escape the bird-drones over to the side of the street where the other cars were parked. The vehicle's engine was making sputtering noises as it drove, and I guessed that an impact with one or more of the drones might have damaged something.

“We have more time to try and pick the locks instead of breaking open the hatch,” I said to the two women as I jumped out of the car before it rolled to a stop.

“And I brought the proper tools,” Paula said with a light laugh. The blonde engineer leaped out of the car after me, and then she turned around to take a heavy looking case of tools from Eve. It was a dull gray in color, sixty centimeters wide, forty deep, and maybe thirty tall.

“We’ll keep an eye out,” I said as I glanced down the street.

“Shouldn’t take me long,” Paula said and the case she held made a hissing noise. Four legs extended from the bottom, and then the sides expanded another forty centimeters. I turned to stare at the case as it unfolded itself into a surprisingly large cabinet of shiny tools.

“Wow,” I said.

“Ha. A girl needs her tools,” the engineer said to me with a bemused smile. She reached into one of the lower drawers without hesitation and pulled something that looked like a hacksaw and a drill. Then she turned back toward the closest car and began to work on the lock.

“Zea, you there?” I asked into my transponder as I glanced down the roads again.

“I’m here, Captain,” she replied.

“How are the Lith Dae ships looking?” I asked.

“They haven’t moved-- ack! They just sent me a communication request. What do you want me to do?”

“Can you patch it through to me?” I asked.

“Hmmm, I think I can give me a second,” Zea replied, and I counted to fifteen before she spoke again.

“Alright, I figured it out. Sending it through,” she said, and then I heard my transponder beep.

“This is Adam,” I said.

“Adam, are you beginning the mission now?” Captain Renalta asked.

“No, we are doing some prep work,” I replied, and then I stepped away from Paula a bit when her tool started to make the kind of noise I would have expected a metal saw to make.

“What prep work do you need to do?” the man asked. He was trying to speak casually, but I could hear the suspicion in his voice.

“We are acquiring automobiles to use,” I replied. “I’ll let you know when we begin the mission tomorrow night.” I guessed the man was tracking us using his ship’s scanners, so it didn’t make any sense to lie.

“Ahh, automobiles. Good idea. I’m surprised you don’t have any land vehicles on your ship.” His voice had a hint of a question at the end.

“I want to make sure we complete our mission,” I said, even though I realized it wasn’t really giving him an answer to the question that he hinted at. The man was digging to see what kind of equipment we had on Persephone. He could sit on his thumb and spin.

“Of course you do,” he said. “There was one thing we didn’t really talk about during our first meeting that I wish to speak to you of.”

“Oh?” I asked.

“Our two blocks of code are custom built. They are going to be sending us update signals as soon as they go off. I’m expecting for them not to be tampered with.”

“That’s a good expectation,” I said, then I forced myself to chuckle a bit.

“I’ve also thought more about giving you some help. I’d like Commander Tunar-Roz and a few of her marines to help you all get the code into the government center’s terminal.”

“That’s not needed. We can handle it ourselves,” I said, and Eve turned away from where she was watching Paula work to frown at me.

“I’m afraid it is necessary, Adam. This planet is of strategic importance to us, and you have fifty grams of our rhodium. We want to make sure you are playing by our rules.”

Eve shook her head as she bit her lip, and my mind spun with an attempt to come up with a solution to the problem.

“Are they just going to be at the government center with our computer expert?” I asked.

“Yes, we’ll let the rest of your team take care of getting into the bunkers. We’ll babysit your tech and make sure that he finds the correct computer to upload our code.”

“We could probably use the help in the bunkers. We don’t know what kind of resistance we’ll get there. A few marines will be useful.” I tried to keep my voice steady, and I felt like I was successful.

“If your team is ready to enter the bunkers as soon as the code opens the doors, you should be fine,” he replied, and his voice started to sound frustrated.

“How many Marines will Commander Tunar-Roz bring with her?” I asked.

“Four or five. Enough to make sure your data-head is taken care of.”

I didn’t like the way he said ‘taken care of,’ but I took a deep breath to calm the beast in my stomach.

“Well, we can use the help,” I said as I shrugged at Eve. “We’ll let you know when we are getting ready to start the mission.”

“We can send them down right now. That way you can get to know them.”

“Thanks for the offer, but we’ll only be down here for an hour or two, then we’ll be back on our ship and in orbit.”

“They’ll come on board,” he said curtly.

“No,” I said. “We have a policy about allowing armed soldiers on our ship.”

“You’ll have to change it. My people will need to be on your vessel,” the man’s voice made it clear that he wouldn’t take no for an answer.

Too fucking bad for him. There was no way I was going to let them on Persephone. Not only would they outnumber us, but they would see exactly how little crew we had.

“Why?” I was getting better at this shit. A few weeks ago I would have told him to fuck off. Now I knew I had to tip-toe around delicate situations.

“To make sure you don’t leave with our rhodium without completing your job.” He said the words with obvious annoyance as if he was explaining facts to a child.

“What changed your mind?” I asked as I looked over to the cars. Just as I turned to watch her, her hacksaw finished cutting the lock, and the top glass hatch of the car popped open.

“I didn’t change my mind, I reconsidered your original request,” he said.

“That wasn’t my original request, sorry.”

“It sounds as if you are telling me no, Captain Adam.”

“Your marines aren’t allowed on my ship. Sorry. If that is a deal breaker, we can take the rhodium you already paid us and go home.” My adrenaline surged as soon as I said the words. I knew we were going to have to fight Lith Dae sooner or later, but I wanted to have the fight once I’d taken care of the drones.

Captain Renalta didn’t answer, and my mind sprinted through an escape scenario. Eve, Paula, and I would need three minutes to get back to Persephone, and I doubted that the Lith Dae Navy ships would be able to get a position on us before then. We could flee back to Queen’s Hat and try to recruit more for our crew, but Persephone’s warpdrive was still charging. We would have to hyperdrive out of this solar system, wait for a few dozen more hours, and then head back to the station. Then we’d have to wait another forty hours before we could come back.

Not including recruitment time. It would probably take us two weeks or more to fully outfit Persephone. Eve had said that she put out a call, but had gotten little interest because of the current jobs open on the space station. It was possible that we wouldn’t be able to recruit who we needed.

If we left Uraniel, we might not be able to come back before Lith Dae took control of the drones and killed the citizens in the bunker.

“We’ll stay off your ship then,” Captain Renalta finally said, and I let out a slow breath.

“Thanks, I appreciate it,” I said.

“Commander Tunar-Roz and her Marines will meet you at the government center tomorrow night. Let me know when you are beginning your mission.”

“Alright,” I said. I knew I couldn’t wiggle out of them attempting to babysit us without him guessing my intended betrayal.

“I’ll talk to you then,” he said.

“Yeah,” I replied, and I heard the transponder beep.

“Zea, you heard that?” I asked.

“Yeah. That’s fucking bullshit. Pretty sure they are going to try and kill me once I finish their upload.”

“Or they will wait until we open the northwest bunker,” Eve said.

“What are we going to do?” Zea asked. “We could kill them, but then they’ll know we aren’t playing their game, and then they will attack Persephone. By the way, when we are all down on the planet playing ‘escape the killer bird-drones’, who is going to be flying Persephone?”

“I don’t know,” I said with a sigh.

“I can fly her,” Eve said.

“No, I’ll need you down with us now so that we can know what Tunar-Roz and her Marines are thinking.”

“We don’t need Eve’s magic to know what they are thinking!” Zea hissed through the transponder.

“Let’s finish with these cars, try to find some metal we can use as armor, plant the booster, and then get back in orbit,” I said. “We still have plenty of time to come up with a plan. Zea, I’m counting on you to rewrite their software so they don’t know we have tampered with it. Focus on that for now.”

“Ugh. Our plans…” Zea moaned, and then the transmission beeped to indicate she’d closed the line.

“Fuck,” I said to Eve after I put the transponder back in my pocket.

“At least I have the first car unlocked,” Paula said with a half smile. She was sitting in the driver’s chair and messing around with the electronics under the dashboard. Almost as soon as she shot me the smile, the car’s engine turned over. “And it’s going!”

“Great job,” I said.

“How many more do you want?” she asked as she gestured to the other cars parked near us.

“All of them,” I said. There were five more besides the one she had just started and the beat up one we had driven from Persephone.

“All of them? Really?”

“Yeah. It only took you a few minutes. I have an idea which might work, but we are going to need as many cars as you and your sister can retrofit with drone controls.”

“Sounds like my kind of idea. Next ones will go quicker.” Paula slid her long legs out of the car, and then she rolled her tool cabinet to the next vehicle.

“You have a new plan?” Eve whispered to me when Paula started cutting with her saw.

“Kind of, but it puts you in danger,” I replied, but I knew she was already getting the information from my mind.

“Ahh, I see,” she said with a careful nod. “Yes, it is risky, but it will allow you to be with Paula and Kasta when they go into the bunkers. It still doesn’t help us with Persephone, though.”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “Juliette was a real pain in the ass, but I’d give all this rhodium to have her here with us right now.”

“She wanted to come.” Eve shrugged, “but her work on Queen’s Hat--”

“I get it,” I said, but then another idea came to me, and it quickly charged to the front of my mind.

“What if we--” I started to say.

“It is even riskier for me, but I do like the idea,” Eve interrupted me.

“Can you do it?” I asked.

“I will need to do it. It is the only way.” The vampire woman’s smile faded, and her eyes glowed with intensity.

“I don’t know if it is the only way, but it takes care of a lot of problems.”

“Second car is done!” Paula called out as she started the engine.

“Great, job,” I said, and the beautiful blonde woman gave me a wink before moving to the next car.

“Zea,” I said after I had pulled out the transponder.

“Yeah, Captain?” she answered.

“Slight change of plans. I need you to set everything up so that Eve can put the code into the government center’s terminal without you being present.”

“Uhhh. Come again?”

“You are going to stay on Persephone. Eve is going to go to the government center with Lith Dae, and Kasta, Paula, and I will work through the bunkers.”

“You want Eve going alone with all those fucks?” Zea asked with obvious surprise.

“Yeah,” I said. “Can you do the code so that she--”

“Adam, it will be really hard for me to write something Eve can just plug in without seeing the kind of setup they have in the government center. I have no idea what the operating system looks like or what kind of hardware they are using. Fuck, it’s probably going to be in Russian. I’m gonna to need to be there to figure it out. Maybe we can try to bust in there tonight when the gates go down? Then I can look at it before tomorrow’s mission.”

“That will raise the alarm with Captain Renalta,” Eve said.

“Hey, we have drones. You all keep forgetting,” Paula called over from the third car. She had gotten it open and was fiddling with the dashboard.

“What did she say?” Zea asked.

“Drones,” I replied.

“Hmmm. You know, that might work. If we got a few to go with Eve, I could watch from their cameras. I could walk her through trying to plug it into their system. Then I could control it from Persephone. Worst case, I can just have her type the shit in manually. Will take forever.”

“Good,” I said.

“But back to my first question: you want Eve alone with those fucks?”

“Zea,” Eve said as she leaned in close to me. “You don’t need to worry about me. Commander Tunar-Roz and her warriors are the ones who should be worried. They have no idea what I am capable of, and they will only live for a few moments once they find out.”

Zea was silent for a few moments, but then she let out a long whistle. “Fair enough, I’ll do my hacking thing, you do your vampire thing, Paula and Kasta will do their drone thing, and Adam will give emotional support.”

“Emotional support?” I asked with a chuckle.

“Well, or you can just shoot a bunch of people. You know, whatever you feel most comfortable with.”

“Let’s hope we don’t have to shoot that many people,” I said, and then Paula got another car started.

“You both should start taking these back, so we don’t lose any time,” the engineer said as she moved to the next one.

“Got it,” I said to Paula before turning back to the transponder to let Zea know we were cutting the communication.

Then Eve and I jumped in the first pair of cars to take back to Persephone.

I was feeling better about the bones of my plan, but as Zea told me back on Queen’s Hat, our plans tended to be a list of shit that didn’t happen.
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Chapter 11

The rest of the day was a whirlwind of activity. Kasta finished building the booster, and we used one of Persephone's aerial drones to attach it to the top of one of the tallest buildings in the city. There were thousands of bird-drones perched up there, but they didn’t attack the drone or the tower, and I guessed they wouldn’t have attacked one of us if we were up there. I believed Faddy’s recording when the painter said that they only came out at dusk.

The booster would allow for Kasta to pilot the cars throughout the city. It would also allow anyone up in Persephone to pilot drones in the city with only a second or two of lag. It wouldn’t work with a combat style droid, but Zea wouldn’t need tactical feedback to help Eve hack the government center terminals.

That left the armor for the cars, and we found enough scrap in the factory to do the job. It was a thick steel alloy, and I figured they had used it to make buildings or the construction equipment used to dig up the excavation site. The metal wasn’t as lightweight as I would have liked, or in large sheets, but there was enough to plate the top glass hatches of ten cars, and we yanked as much as we could into the shuttle before we high-tailed it back to Persephone. We got back just in time and got into orbit a few minutes before dusk arrived.

The women split into pairs, with Paula and Kasta working on installing the drone controls, while Zea explained her software to Eve. I couldn’t really help the vampire and hacker, so I offered my assistance to the twins. They declined my help and said that they wanted to get the process for the control installation figured out first before they could use me.

I found myself with nothing to do, but the rest of my crew exceptionally busy. I didn’t like the feeling, but then I realized that none of us had eaten for at least twelve, maybe even fourteen Earth hours, and I was sure they were all starving.

I wasn’t the best cook, but I could salt and pepper some steaks, throw them on the grill, cut up a salad, and bake some potatoes. We had only used Persephone's kitchen a few times, but I’d not had a chance to cook yet.

The captain was said to have the most important job on a starship, but anyone with half a brain knew it was really the cook, so I felt a bit of excitement when I thought about making a meal for my friends.

Persephone’s kitchen was large, state of the art, and we’d filled the pantry and fridge with tons of food. I soon had five steaks grilling in butter on the stove, salted potatoes baking in the oven, and bowls of salad chilling in the freezer. Whoever bought our supplies also filled up the kitchen’s wine fridge, and I poured five small glasses out before setting the table.

“Crew, report to the galley,” I said over Persephone’s broadcast system when the potatoes were a few minutes from being done.

“It smells amazing!” Zea was the first one to speak when the four women walked in, and she eyed the meal with hungry eyes.

“Oh, it really does,” said one of the twins, and the other one agreed with a nod of her blonde head.

“It’s all ready,” I said as I grabbed a basket of bread rolls and set them on the table. There were actually six long tables in the galley, and we occupied only half of the one nearest the kitchen.

“It was my turn to cook,” Zea said apologetically.

“It’s fine. You were busy,” I said as I gestured for them to sit down again. They quickly found seats, and I sat at the head of the table between Eve and one of the twins.

“This is our first meal together on Persephone with Kasta and Paula.” Eve smiled. “Should we say a prayer?”

“Uhh. Prayer?” Zea asked. “Like, Jesus or God or something?”

“I do not know much about religion,” Eve shrugged. “I only know that I once prayed for freedom, and love, and the chance to help others. Now I have it. There might be someone watching over us, or maybe not, but in some of the books I once read, they would give thanks before a family meal.”

“Family?” One of the twins asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Of course.” Eve’s smile was infectious, despite it showing off her fangs. “We are joined by our desire to help others. We have different reasons for our mission, but here we are; together as a family.”

“I like it,” the other twin said. She sat closer to me, and I guessed by her scent that she was Kasta, even though I couldn’t be sure because of the smell of the food.

“Thank you for this meal,” Eve brought the palms of her hands together and closed her eyes. Zea, Kasta, and Paula quickly did the same, and I followed their example. “Thank you for our friends who are our family. Thank you for the love I feel for them. Thank you for the luck we have had so far, and the luck we will have tomorrow. Thank you for the opportunity to help others.” Eve didn’t say anything else, and we all opened our eyes to look at each other.

“Let us eat,” Eve said as she began to cut into her steak.

“That wasn’t… bad,” Zea said with a laugh.

“We should do that before every meal,” Paula said.

“I agree,” said Kasta.

“Maybe one of you could say it next time?” Eve said after she chewed her bite of food.

“We would like that,” the twins said after they glanced at each other.

“Adam, this steak is great! Yummmmm,” Zea made a show of leaning back in her chair and putting her hand over her stomach. The rest of the women agreed.

“Thanks,” I said. “We’ll need to get a cook soon, and a navigator, and a--”

“I don’t think we need a navigator,” Paula interrupted me.

“No?” I asked.

“Zea showed us how to use the system, it seems easy enough. She was fast at it.” Paula turned to the hacker.

“Yeah, but you both are--”

“Don’t be modest. We are all smart. One of us can do it. We’ll only get better as we get used to Persephone’s navigation tools.”

“Huh. Don’t we need someone full time?” I asked. Every ship I had ever been on had one or two crew members who only planned the ship’s hyperdrive courses.

“If we were in battle, and going to be jumping between hyperdrive, warpdrive, and folding systems, we might need someone focusing on the task entirely, but one of us can step away from the cannons or drone work to focus on that,” Kasta said.

“I like the idea,” Eve said. “We can have dedicated roles for people as our crew grows, but we should all be cross-trained. I am not particularly skilled with math, but I would like to know how to use the navigation system to plot a hyper or warpdrive course.”

“I’ll teach you!” the three blonde women said at once, and then they laughed at each other. The sound was infectious, and I found myself smiling. Zea definitely seemed more at ease around the twins since I talked to her.

Yes. You did well with her. She still nervous about the future with you and me, but she knows she has a place on Persephone, and by your side.

Eve smiled at me when her voice entered my mind, and I gave her a nod.

“Uh oh,” Zea said. “Eve and Adam are doing their brain-speak thing again.”

“We are happy to be here,” Eve said before I could answer. “When Adam first saved me from the tube, we had to escape from the Elaka Nota building by taking the sewer. We were covered in filth, penniless, and in the slums of the city. We have come far.”

“That reminds me, we also need a doctor,” Zea said. “Kitty Boy likes to get shot.”

“I don’t like to get shot,” I said with a chuckle. “It just happens.”

“Yeah. I know. Always saving people,” Zea said, and her blue eyes glittered in the galley light.

“Another engineer or two would be useful,” Kasta said. “My sister and I can handle a lot of the repairs, but there are the engines, drones, weapons, shuttles, and the various inner workings of Persephone. Her equipment is new, but in the next few years we’ll need to make daily repairs.”

“Yeah, I can see that,” I said.

“And a housekeeper or multiple people to clean,” Zea said as she looked over my shoulder into the kitchen. “I’m pretty sure the Captain is going to be ordering one of us to clean up the mess he made.”

“No,” I laughed. “You four have work to do. I’ll take care of the kitchen.”

“He is handsome, cooks, cleans, captains a starship, and changes into a tiger-man. Be still my beating heart.” Kasta batted her eyelashes at me and pressed her hand into her chest.

“Sister, your heart doesn’t actually beat,” Paula laughed.

“It is trying to beat!” Kasta giggled. Zea and Eve laughed along with the twins, and I felt a bit of heat come to my cheeks.

We spent the rest of the meal talking about who we needed to add to the crew, then we spent another quarter of an hour afterward reviewing what we had of the plan. Zea, Kasta, and Paula didn’t like the idea of Eve being alone with Commander Tunar-Roz and her Marines, but we really didn’t have much of a choice. I asked them to go back to their duties, and then set about cleaning the dishes in the kitchen. I couldn’t remember the last time I had cleaned a dish, but while the task wasn’t unpleasant, it wasn’t as much fun as cooking, and I wouldn’t have minded someone else doing the work.

I ended the job by wiping down the countertops, and I nodded to myself as I admired my handiwork for a few moments. I knew I was just bored, and looking for shit to do, but the Marines taught me to do everything with excellence, and the kitchen was in better shape than when I started cooking.

I hung up the towel, turned around to head out of the galley, and then flinched when Persephone’s alarm began to scream.

“Fuck!” I yelled as I dashed from the galley and ran toward the elevator. The door there was already opened, and the doors closed as soon as I entered. I turned to press the button for the bridge, but the car was already moving, and it opened half a moment later.

“What’s going on?” I yelled as I ran past the gunner’s station. Both Zea and Eve were sitting in the pilots’ seats, but I didn’t see Paula and Kasta.

“I dunno, we just got-- oh shit!” Zea gasped as she pointed at the screen.

There was a plume of red-purple light shooting from the surface of Uraniel. It extended out of the atmosphere and into space like a flashlight beam through the darkness, and as I watched the color changed from purple to red, pulsed in intensity, and then slowly shifted back to purple.

“Where is the light coming from?” I asked as I sat in my chair.

“Uhhh I’ll give you three guesses,” Zea said as her fingers tapped on her controls.

“The strange temple they unearthed,” Eve said.

“Yeah,” Zea moaned. “It’s like coming out of it all weird.” The screen shifted so that we saw a zoomed-in display of the black temple. The purple-red light seemed to drip from the corners of the thing as if it was blood dripping from a wound. Only instead of falling down, it dripped up and fell into space.

“Eyyye yah,” a voice whispered in my left ear, and I almost jumped out of my chair. I turned, but there was no one standing next to me. I turned to look at Eve, and she met my eyes.

“You--” I began to ask, but she nodded.

“It is a signal,” Eve said.

“Uhhh. Huh? What do you mean? It’s just light. How is it--”

“It is more than light,” Eve interrupted Zea.

“What is it?” Paula and Kasta ran onto the bridge and then sat next to me.

“Whatever is in the temple was asleep. Now it is awake and broadcasting.”

“How do you know?” one of the twins asked.

“I do not.” Eve shrugged. “Not for sure. This is a feeling I have.”

“Your instincts are never wrong,” I said. “I’m guessing you are going to tell me this isn’t good news?”

“No,” Eve said with a frown. “Persephone asked you to take us here. My guess is that she knew what was on this planet. It is probably something terrible.”

“And it’s probably calling more of them here.” Zea put her pretty face in her hands. “How much time do you think we have?”

“I am not sure, but not enough time. There is a communication coming from Captain Renalta.” Eve looked to me.

“Audio only,” I said.

“Captain Adam?” the man asked.

“I’m here,” I replied.

“What did you do when you were on the surface of Uraniel?” he growled.

“I did nothing near the building shooting light into space.”

“You must have done something. Lights don’t come out of excavation sites on their own.”

“I am confident you had your scanners tracking us while we were on the surface. You know damn well that we didn’t do anything to cause the building to light up.”

“What about the antenna you put on top of the Commerce Building?”

“It was a booster so we can ensure our communications aren’t interrupted by the buildings,” I said.

“How do I know you are being honest?”

“How do I know you didn’t do something?” I gestured for Eve to mute the line and then I looked at Zea. “Did they launch any sort of drone or probe down to the excavation site?”

“Hmmm. I haven’t been watching that closely, but I can check the videos.”

“How long?” I asked.

“Thirty seconds. I’m running a query,” Zea said, and I saw a smaller window of video open on the bottom left side of the screen near Zea’s chair.

“-- the audacity of you thinking that I might have caused this! You have no idea who you are speaking with. I have one of the most decorated careers in the entire Lith Dae Navy.” Renalta had continued talking, and I asked Eve to unmute the line.

“You just suspected me,” I said. “I’m trying really hard not to get ang--” I started to say, but then Zea waved to me, and I looked over. She pointed at the screen and then pressed a button on her controls to enlarge the image.

It showed a replay of a probe circle around the black temple, and then land on the west side. Zea backed up the video a bit and then panned back to the six starships, the patrol boat had moved to the other side of the planet some fifteen minutes before the probe circled the site. It was obvious that Lith Dae had tried to send it without us noticing.

The clock read thirty-four Earth minutes ago. It was right when we were in the middle of dinner.

“Oh? You are getting angry? I’m--”

“Shut up!” I snarled, and I saw Zea’s eyes get wide when I interrupted Renalta. “A little over half an hour ago, you launched a probe that circled the building now sending out the light pulses. Looks like you tried to disguise it by launching on the other side of the planet, but we have eyes on that site. You’re a fucking idiot if you think we caused this when it was obviously you.”

“How dare you--”

“I’m sick of your shit, Captain Renalta. I’d like to help the people on this planet, and I’d like to get paid, but I’m starting to wonder if your two-hundred rhodium is worth the effort.”

“So you are backing out of our deal? I should have figured,” he hissed.

“You just lied,” I said. “You’re trying to find any reason to board my ship. It isn’t going to happen. I’m going to give you a few options.”

“You aren’t the one to be giving me dema--”

“Shut the fuck up, asshole,” I said, and I saw Zea’s face turned white. I also saw Kasta and Paula stiffen in their chairs beside me. “Option one is that you attack us right now. You’ll beat us, but I’m launching every damn piece of ordnance I have at your personal ship. You’ll die along with us.”

“No, Captain Adam. I’ll--”

“We have two hyperdrives,” I interrupted him with the slight lie, but I didn’t want to tell him we had a warpdrive. “We’ll get our first volley out before your fleet can pin any shots on us, but I don’t really want to die today, and neither do you, so option two is that you let us do the job you hired us to do so we can help these people. You stop trying to wiggle your way onto my ship, and you feel a shred of gratitude that we were here to do the dirty work for you, so you didn’t have to risk the lives of your own crew. Once we are done, you give us our rhodium, and we go along our merry way. Now, which option do you choose?”

There was silence for a few moments, and then I heard the man sigh. “If you don’t let my team accompany you into the government center, I’ll take it as a sign you are planning to betray us.”

“Fine.” I might have been able to push back on his request now that I had won this small victory, but I really didn’t want to engage in a dogfight with him and his fleet. We’d lose, so I would just run instead, and that wouldn’t help the people who might still be alive on this planet. “I’ve got work to do. I don’t know anything about the weird temple down there, or the light coming from it, but you’d probably be smart to pull your probe away, and not send any others. I’m closing connection now.” I nodded to Eve and she cut the communication off before I could get the man’s response.

“Dammmnnn,” Zea said with a long exhale. “I thought you were going to get us into a fight.”

“He’s a chicken-shit,” I growled. “He knew he did something with his probe. He’s probably worried about it since they don’t understand the technology. He intended to push the blame on me and then negotiate a visit to our ship. Once here, he’d try to take Persephone from us.”

“Is everyone in space a pirate?” one of the twins asked, and I shrugged.

“We aren’t,” Zea scoffed. Then she looked at the screen, to me, to Eve, and then back to me. “What now?”

“If that signal moves at lightspeed. I can’t imagine it will get to anyone important soon.” I thought about the strange trio of planets stuck between the two red stars. Was the signal for someone or something on those planets? That solar system was on the other side of the Milky Way. I didn’t know the exact navigation math without looking in Persephone's computer, but it would probably take at least eighty-thousand light years to get there.

“What if it moves faster than light?” One of the twins leaned toward me, and I could smell that it was Paula.

“It will still take time for whoever hears the signal to get here.”

“Unless they also have a folding drive,” Kasta said with a frown.

None of us spoke for a few minutes. Instead, we watched the strange light erupting from the black building and tunneling into space.

“We need to get this done tomorrow at dusk when the government center doors open. We might not get a second chance,” I said.
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Chapter 12

We worked for the next twelve hours on the cars. As soon as the twins installed the first two autopilot controls, Paula switched to looking at the code while Kasta taught me how to install the other units. When I finished installing my first drone controller on the third car under her supervision, she switched to figuring out how to put the armor on top of the vehicles. Once she had a good process for that upgrade, she showed me how to attach the metal plates, and we jumped between installing the drone controls and attaching the armor to the cars.

The work was exhausting, but Kasta didn’t get tired. She wasn’t strong enough to lift up some of the heavier plates of metal, but I was able to do some of the work with the aid of Persephone’s other repair and building equipment.

“That’s the last one!” Kasta said as soon as we finished soldering the final piece of metal on top of the hatch of the sixth car. She clapped her hands together four times as she jumped in the air.

“I didn’t think we would get it done in time,” I said as relief flooded my body. I jumped down from the roof of the car where I’d been aligning the metal so the android woman could do the attachment work. She raised her hand as soon as I landed next to her and I gave her a high five.

“We are a good team,” she said, and her fingers slid through mine when our hands touched each other.

“Yeah,” I said as I wiggled my hand in an attempt to untangle her fingers. She didn’t let go though, and I realized I was going to have to say something.

“Do you want to take a shower?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. We had both changed out of our flight suits and were wearing orange mechanic’s overalls they bought when we were on Queen’s Hat. We were both covered with grease and dirt from the repairs, and I would need three showers to get back to my usual state of cleanliness.

“Yeah,” I said again, and I tried to untangle my fingers once more. She still didn’t let go.

“Can I wash--”

“You finished!” I heard Paula shout from the other side of the hold, and Kasta let go of my hand.

“With time to spare,” I replied as she walked around the small fleet of cars.

“They aren’t going to win any beauty contests, that’s for sure, but I’m surprised you are done already. I finished the work on the drone code, so I came to help.” The engineer was right. The cars were already all sorts of ugly, but the added plates of armor on top made me think about an egg wrapped in foil.

“Let’s go check on Zea and Eve to see how they are doing,” I said as I pointed up to the bridge.

“Okay, but then you both need to take a shower.” Paula wrinkled her nose.

“That’s what I was just telling him,” Kasta said.

“Hmmm.” Paula glanced at her sister suspiciously. “I bet that was what you were telling him.”

“Innocent until proven guilty.” Kasta gave her sister a cute smile.

“Let’s go,” I said, and the twins followed me out of the hold. We were on the bridge a few moments later and found Zea and Eve sitting at one of the gunner stations.

“What’s the status?” I asked.

“I’m almost done,” the blonde hacker said with a yawn. I felt exhausted, and I guessed my other friends must have been struggling to stay awake.

“We’ve finished the cars and Paula finished with the drone code. She was going to give us an update.”

“I am interested in this topic,” Eve said as she fixed her red eyes on Paula.

“We know the drones have a limited AI. They were programmed to attack these wasps, and then their code was changed so that they targeted anything alive or made of metal with radiation shielding components. We were fortunate to escape on Persephone in time. The drones probably wouldn’t have been able to destroy her instantly, but they would have gotten caught in her atmosphere engines, and then she would have been sitting prey for them.”

“We got lucky,” I said as I remembered my own narrow escape from the cyclone of bird drones.

“The code is contained in each of the drones. They were initially set up to get updated from one of the many control modules across the planet, but Captain Renalta is asking us to run it through the code contained in the northwest bunker.”

“That is odd. You would think they would have installed thousands of them across the planet.” Z leaned back in her chair with a thoughtful expression.

“I think they did, but then the citizens of Uraniel dismantled all of them except for the one they had access to. Maybe they are working on the code themselves with hopes that they can alter the drone’s behavior.” Paula leaned against the map table and then ran her hand through her long blonde hair. She also had dark circles under her eyes, and I guessed she could plop down in one of the chairs and fall asleep instantly.

“I feel like we are missing something,” I said, and the four women turned to me. “Captain Renalta knows we want to help these people. He must know we’ll encounter them in the bunker. He must know they will tell us what is going on. I don’t see his angle.”

“He will threaten us,” Eve said. “He will have men around me, a fleet of six ships that can attack Persephone, and he can close the doors on whoever is in the southeast bunker. That is his leverage if you betray him.”

“We are playing into his hands,” Kasta said. “Even if we change the initial code in the government center and the drones, they still have six ships against Zea all alone on Persephone. He’s got all the leverage.”

“Maybe not,” Zea said with a wicked grin. “He doesn’t know we only have a skeleton crew, and I’ve been working on this code. I think I might be able to make the back door I’m putting in swing around and smack them in the ass.”

“Oh?” Kasta asked.

“Yeah, but I’ll talk about it after Paula finishes,” Zea said as she turned to the other twin.

“After the code is updated, they will hang around the northwest bunker for two hours. Then they will all scatter toward the other cities on the globe. I did some math on their flight speeds. It will take about eighty earth hours for them to update the rest of the drones on the planet with the new software and return to the dig site where that strange temple is. Once they are there, they have instructions to try and pick through the front door of the building.”

“Fucking idiots,” Zea groaned. “Eighty hours doesn’t seem like a lot of time when they are only flying at night.”

“The new code will enable the drones to function during the day.”

“Ahh. Makes sense,” Zea said with a nod. Then she raised her hand to cover up her yawn.

“My update has changed it so that they do their wait, but won’t attack us,” Paula continued. “Then they will spread across the globe to transfer the code. The drones will then all meet at the temple, but they won’t do anything until we instruct them.”

“We’ll have control of them?” I asked.

“Yes, through the booster Kasta made. It won’t quite make it all the way to the dig site, so we’ll have to either bring it with us on one of the cars, or we’ll have to have Persephone land near the site so we can use her signal boosters.

“What about my onboard tech?” Kasta asked as she tapped her skull.

“It will work, but be kind of slow. So if you tell them all to attack something, the drones within a hundred meters of us will respond, then it will have to transfer to the others. It might work, but I’d feel safer if we brought the booster.”

“I like the changes,” I said. “I don’t think Renalta or Tunar-Roz will realize that we have tampered with the drones until it is too late. Of course, they could always just attack us.” I turned to Zea.

“So here’s what I got,” the hacker said as she flipped her blonde bangs back from her face and turned to her screen.

“I’ll walk Eve through the process of uploading this to the government system. The code is almost identical to the original except I can hijack it. Here is the thing though, I don’t know how they intend to control the doors to the bunkers. They can drive this software from the terminal in the government center, or they can do it from their ships in orbit. If they do the latter, I added a Trojan Horse to the code.”

“Trojan Horse?” I asked.

“Yeah. I’ve got a back door so that we can do what we want to the bunker when we want, but this other part of the code will infect their ships. Now, I don’t know anything about their systems, so I had to write a shitload of different attack protocols in a shotgun approach. I’m targeting their communication systems, which is normally pretty standard. It might not work, but if it does, their ships won’t be able to talk to each other, or anyone on the ground until they dig my shit out.”

“Genius,” both Kasta and Paula said in unison, and I saw Zea blush a little.

“Well, I dunno if it is really going to work. Like I said, I don’t know their systems, but it should work. The main issue I’m having is reducing the file size.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“They gave us this code. If they make a move to interface with it, they might see that the file size is different. Fortunately, whoever wrote this wasn’t skilled, and I was able to trim a bunch of fat. Unfortunately, when I said ‘shotgun approach’ earlier I really meant ‘everything, including the kitchen sink.’ The file is fucking huge, and I’m working on a compression algorithm to try and shrink it down. I’ll need a piggyback executable to run the decompression. I’ll have to make the package something Eve can just plug and play while those fucks are staring at the terminal screen over her shoulder. I don’t even know if I’m halfway done with it, and we really are running out of time.”

“Shit,” I said.

“No, it isn’t that bad. I’m being overdramatic.” Zea let out a chuckle. “I’ll get it done in time. Just starting to fade. I’ll push through it.”

“Is there anything we can do to help?” Paula asked.

“Do you know anything about compression algorithms?” the hacker asked as she rubbed her fingers over her eyes.

“Not especially,” Paula said, “but I can take a look at it.”

“I can take a look at it after I take a shower.” Kasta gestured to her dirty overalls.

“Okay. I’ll wait till after you take a shower, so I don’t have to explain it twice,” Zea said.

“You should take a break also,” Eve said to Zea. “You’ve been working non-stop since--”

“I’m fine,” Zea said, but then she raised her hand to cover her yawn. “Alright, maybe a cold shower might wake me up some.”

“That sounds uncomfortable.” Kasta chuckled.

“Better off than dead!” Zea laughed as she got out of the gunner’s chair. “Come on, beautiful, I’ll ride the elevator down with you.”

“Sounds fun,” Kasta said, and the pair waved at us before walking toward the elevator.

“Can I speak privately with you?” Paula asked me as soon as her sister left with Zea.

“Sure,” I said.

“I’ll take the bridge,” Eve said as she slid from her seat. She gave both of us a smile and then walked toward the front of the bridge. Then she lowered herself into her copilot’s seat.

“We can talk in my room,” I said as I pointed toward the elevator. Paula nodded, and we walked down the hallway to my suite.

“What’s going on?” I asked as soon as we sat on my couches.

“I don’t want to waste too much of your time with this,” she said as she fixed her blue eyes on me. “I wanted to apologize for Kasta.”

“Uhh. Why?” I asked.

“She’s made a few passes at you. She told me you asked her to keep the relationship professional, but to her, that means you are playing hard to get.” Paula shrugged. “So I’m sorry.”

“I don’t see why that’s your problem,” I said.

“I did program her.” Paula smirked at me.

“Oh, well. Yeah. I guess you did.”

“She likes to say that she is more reserved than me, but it isn’t true. My sister, I mean the one who was lost, was always more outgoing. She loved talking to people. I was always the shy one. I was always in her shadow. When I made Kasta, I wanted to… ahhh. You understand?”

“Yeah, I get it. I’m sorry again for your loss,” I said, and it was true. I gave up my freedom so that my sister and mother were taken care of, and while the Yakuza was a criminal organization, they kept their word of honor and understood a blood debt. One day I’d make it back to Ganymede and check up on them, but I had confidence that they were fine.

“Not your fault. You’ve been great to us. That is why we are attracted to you, but I understand you want to keep it professional. We want to stay onboard Persephone so I will try to reel in my sister.”

“Okay. Thanks,” I said, but the inflection in her voice and the look in her blue eyes convinced me that they didn’t want to actually keep it professional.

Paula stared at me for a few moments, and I returned her gaze. She was incredibly beautiful, intelligent, and clever, but I didn’t really have any feelings for her other than the beginnings of a friendship. My life was more complicated than it should be right now, so I wanted to make it clear that I wasn’t interested in her or her sister romantically.

“If there is nothing else, I’ll see you on the bridge in half an hour,” I said as I stood.

“Nope, thanks for speaking with me. My sister and I feel as if we have a new home here. We don’t want to mess up our relationship with you or Eve or Zea.” Paula stood and smiled at me.

“We like having you on board also. You both have been great friends and valuable crew members,” I said as I crossed my arms.

“Thank you, Adam.” Paula stared into my eyes for a few more seconds. “So, professional?”

“Uhhh, yeah?” I gave her a questioning look, and her mouth twisted a bit.

“I’ll keep Kasta in line. You let us know if anything changes.” Paula turned and walked toward the door to my suite.

“Anything changes? Uhh. Paula, nothing is going to ch--”

“Thanks for the talk, Captain!” She waved at me and then turned the corner. I thought about stepping after her, but my door closed again

“Fuck,” I hissed. Then I hit the switch to lock the door to my suite. Maybe it didn’t matter that Paula had tried to make a last pass at me. I’d told her I wasn’t interested, she said she wanted to keep it professional also, so now we wouldn’t need to talk about it anymore.

I really needed to get some other men on board Persephone. The beast who lived in my soul liked all the attention. It wanted to be the alpha male with the pride of females devoted to him. Maybe part of my male human soul also wanted it as well, but my life was already too complicated with Eve, Zea, and our quest to help those who could not help themselves.

I stripped off my overalls and tossed them in the laundry chute. Then I walked into my bathroom and hit the switch for my shower. A second later I was washing off all the grease from my skin while the hot water relaxed my muscles. My mind wasn’t relaxed though.

My plan was still shit.

There were too many variables, too many situations that could go wrong, too many unknowns. Eve was going to be all alone with six possible assailants, and we were counting on her defeating them if they attacked her. Zea would also be alone on Persephone, and we were counting on her to keep the starship safe if the other six Lith Dae vessels attacked her.

Paula, Kasta, and I were going to try and work the bunkers with the car-drones. We had no idea what we would find in each bunker, or where the controls were for the other bunker’s door. We were all sorts of blind and all sorts of overextended.

But then again, that was how all of our missions were. Nothing had been easy so far. The odds might have been worse for Zea, Eve, and I to steal Persephone in the first place, and we did it. We took on a whole Alloprize army on Jatal’s moon, and we defended a massive space station from Nebula Gammon’s coup and armada attack.

We had been lucky. Very lucky.

But in less than ten hours, we would find out if our luck had run out.
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Chapter 13

“Are all your drones in position?” I asked Kasta as we loaded up one of the cars later that day.

“Yes, Captain. We’ve put three recon drones at each of the bunkers, and one with Eve. I won’t be able to control all of them and the cars at the same time, but I can switch off when we get to the bunker.”

“How about you?” I asked Paula as she set a small metal suitcase inside of the armored car.

“I’m ready, Captain. I can control our recon drones with this if Kasta needs me to.” She pointed to a rectangular bracelet on her wrist. “We can also view their feed with it.”

“Got it. You both checked your rifles and your side arms?” I asked.

“Yes, but I wouldn’t mind if you recheck them for me,” Kasta said with a mischievous smile.

“I’ll check them for you,” Paula groaned.

“But you don’t have experience,” Kasta giggled as her sister reached for her.

“I have experience tickling you!”

“No!” the android’s giggles erupted into a fit of laughter as her sister pressed her fingers into her. Their pre-mission antics were totally un-military, but I didn’t care. We all might die today, so they might as well get a laugh in and enjoy themselves before we faced this challenge.

It is a good way to think, my love. We need our laughter, and our joy, especially you.

Eve had walked up behind me, and I turned to face my friend.

“Are you ready?” I asked as my eyes roamed the perfect lines her jumpsuit made over her body. She wore a cloth satchel over one shoulder and her gun belt around her hips. The belt only had one pistol in it, but I knew that she didn’t need a weapon to kill people.

“Yes,” she whispered. “I have a drone and the data stick in here. Zea will walk me through the process.”

“I’m worried about you,” I admitted.

“I will be fine. They do not know what they are up against.”

“I know, but I still wish I could be there to pro--”

“I wish that also. I never want to be apart from you, but the need here is bigger than ourselves.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, but even though Eve was confident she would be fine, I still dreaded losing her.

Our eyes met, I reached out to her, and she stepped into my arms eagerly. Our kiss was brief because of the twin sisters giggling behind us, but our lips still found time for passion, and my head spun when we parted.

“You be safe too. I also dread losing you,” Eve whispered.

I nodded to her, and then she stepped out of my arms and vaulted into the armored car she would take to the government center building. Eve gave me one last look, and then she pulled closed the metal hatch. She could drive using the monitors inside of the car, but Kasta could also control it from anywhere in the city or from inside of Persephone.

“Zea, Eve just left,” I said through my transponder.

“I know, I watched you on the cameras,” the hacker said, and her voice was flat.

“Can you open my communication with Captain Renalta?”

“Can you come up to the bridge?” Zea asked.

“I’ll need to leave as soo--”

“You’ve got some time. Well, at least a few minutes after you talk to Renalta. They haven’t sent down their shuttle yet, and I doubt I’ll be able to hack the system through Eve in less than a minute. Unless you don’t want to see me before--”

“I’ll come up,” I said as I pressed the button on my transponder to close the connection. Then I handed my rifle to Kasta and nodded to the front of the hold. “I’ll be back in a minute. Get the cars ready to go. Double check your guns.”

“Aye, Captain,” the twins said with mirrored smiles.

I ran out of the hold, into the waiting elevator, and then stepped onto the bridge. Zea was sitting in her usual spot and she waved her finger in a circle before pointing at the screen.

“This is Captain Renalta,” the man said.

“We just sent one of our computer experts out to the government building. By our clock, the sun should set in half an hour.”

“Excellent. Where is the rest of your team?” he asked.

“We’ll be heading to the southeast and northwest bunkers. When will you send down your marines?” I asked.

“In a few moments. They are suited up.”

“Alright. If you want to talk, you can relay us a message through our ship,” I said.

“I’m assuming your computer tech will have a communication device on him? Commander Tunar-Roz will speak to you through that.”

“Our tech is a woman, and yes, she’ll have a transponder.”

“Then I’ll talk to you after the mission is complete. Then we can arrange payment.” Captain Renalta cleared his throat, and then Zea signaled that the communication had been cut off.

“What a prick,” she spat.

“We’ll be done with him soon,” I said.

“Yeah.” Zea looked at me, let out a long breath, and then bit her lip. “Okay, I know you have to go, can I speak for a few seconds?”

“Of course,” I said as I prepared myself for her anger.

“It really bugged me to see you kissing Eve. Damn it.” Zea shook her head and sighed again. “This is my fucking fault. I knew you and Eve were together. I knew you two were-- fuck! On Queen’s Hat I thought, no, I wished you were into me. Then when we kissed I knew it. You say you love me, I love you, I thought I was okay with Eve in the mix, but my heart wanted to explode when you kissed her. It’s not fair because I’m the one moving in on her. I was the one who trespassed. I’m the catty homewrecker. I like Eve so much. I thought I’d be fine with this. Fuck, I was even starting to think to myself ‘Hey Zea, it is the fifty-first century. Eve is really hot, maybe you should get it on with her and Adam, you’ll probably like it’, but all that changed when I saw you two kiss.”

“I understand, I--”

“And now I’m sitting here super jealous because you kissed her, but I don’t want to seem all petty and demand a kiss from you if you don’t want to kiss me, but then I think I don’t want her sloppy seconds, but then I think my logic is fucking ridiculous because you might die, and I might die, and Eve might die. We are all probably going to die, and I shouldn’t be worrying about this right now.”

“Kissing me or--”

“That’s it too! I shouldn’t be worrying about you kissing Eve or me because we are all probably going to die. But then I think: ‘shit we are going to die. This might be my last chance to kiss Adam,’ and I think that it is the most important act I can do right now.”

“Yeah, I can see how--”

“And you know what the craziest thing about this is? It is Eve!” Zea let out a laugh and closed her eyes. “I want to talk to her. I can tell her all of this, and she’ll say one of her Buddhist monk poems, and then I’ll feel a hundred times better. She just gets me. She understands me better than I understand me. It is crazy.” Zea opened her eyes, and they bored into mine like plasma fire. “I love you. I love her. I just don’t know how to reconcile any of that up here.” She tapped her shaved head where her datajack was. “Or in here.” She tapped her chest over her heart. “I feel like I’m a terrible person because I started all this.”

“You didn’t star--”

“Who straddled you in the club and made out with you? I said I wanted to prove our relationship to Byron, but that was a fib. I thought there was a crack I could wiggle into, so I took it. I knew Eve would find out, but I didn’t care. Then she pulled some crazy emotional aikido move on me and said it was okay, now I’m the one who is hurt because I tried to take her man. I can only blame myself.”

“Look, Zea,” I said. “You aren’t really giving me any agency here. I kissed you as well. I told you I have feelings for you. I could have ended it right after you kissed me, but I didn’t because I want you.”

We stared at each other for a few moments, and she slowly nodded.

“Then fuck you,” she said with a wry smile. “This was all your fault. You shouldn’t have kissed me back and told me you had feelings for me. Then I’d just be…” Her voice trailed off and she sighed. “I’d still feel like crap.”

“Yeah. I’m sor--”

“Don’t die, okay? We don’t know what the fuck is in those bunkers, or in that haunted alien temple, or if my code is going to work, or if the drones are going to lose their taste for kitty-cat fur.”

“I’m not going to die,” I said, and I was a bit surprised at how confident my voice was. “But if I do, you’ll try to get everyone off the planet. If we all die, then you’ll fly back to Queen’s Hat and let Juliette know.”

“I know the plan.” Zea looked away from me for a few moments. “So, I guess you should go.”

I tried to think of something to say to make her feel better, but Eve told me multiple times that we needed to let Zea work through her feelings.

And I had also told both women I needed to work through my feelings. Should I even be kissing either of them if I didn’t know where our relationship would go? Was I leading them both on? Was I painting myself into a corner where I ended up sleeping with both women? The idea felt wrong to me, but kissing both of them felt wonderful.

We could die today. Fuck, we probably were going to die. If it weren’t the Lith Dae, or the drones, or whatever security measures were in the bunkers, it would be whatever monster or technology we found in the black temple. My relationship between Zea and Eve didn’t make much sense to me, and maybe it never would, but I leaned down to her chair and kissed her anyways.

Her mouth was eager, warm, and passionate. She let out a small hum of pleasure when our tongues touched, and her hands reached up to cup my face. We gasped when our lips parted, and then we kissed each other again.

“Damn,” she sighed when we parted a second time. Her fingers stroked my cheek, and she bit her bottom lip. “I want this to work out.”

“I do too,” I whispered.

“But I don’t see how it will,” her voice matched my whisper, and she frowned.

“Maybe it won’t,” I said.

“I need time.” She looked away from me, but her hands didn’t move from my face.

“Same,” I said.

“You should stop kissing me then.” She looked back to me and smirked.

“I’ll work on it,” I replied with a chuckle.

“Damn it. Don’t do that. Kiss me forever.” She raised her mouth again, and our lips met for the third time.

“There, now Eve got one, and I got three. I’m such a catty bitch.” Z sighed again and then let her fingers fall from my cheek. “Go kick some ass, and don’t get killed.”

“Bye Zea,” I said as I stood away from her. Then I turned and walked back toward the elevator.

“Bye, Adam.” I heard her say, but then I was in the elevator and heading back down to the hold.

The cars were positioned to drive down the ramp, and I gave them all a final glance before I reached the point car. Paula was sitting in the front seat, Kasta was sitting in one of the rear ones with her suitcase on her lap, and the open seat had my rifle in it. I was bringing the GKS multi-caliber assault rifle since we had the most ammo for it. I also liked how the gun performed the first time we escaped the drones. I still wore my twin pistols on my hips, and my massive chrome revolver was strapped to my chest in case something went wrong with the rifle.

“We are good to go,” I said as I jumped into the chair next to Kasta.

“Got it,” Paula said, and then she pressed a button on the front dashboard to close the metal hatch.

Then we were rolling down Persephone's ramp and on to the road outside the city.

“All cars are unloaded,” Kasta said into her transponder.

“Copy that,” Zea replied. “I’m lifting off. Just in time too. Lith Dae’s shuttle just entered the atmosphere. Eve, you’ll probably have them in a few minutes.”

“I arrived at the government center only moments ago,” the vampire said. “I’ll wait in the car until they arrive.”

“Be at the southeast bunker in three and a half minutes,” Kasta said. “Then we’ll hold for you two to do your hacking magic.”

“Got it,” Zea and Eve both said, and then Kasta took her finger off the transponder button.

“Do you ever get nervous?” Paula turned around to look at me.

“Yeah. Always actually,” I said. “It does lessen the more of these you do, but I don’t think it goes away.”

“I’m really nervous,” Paula admitted, and I did see that her face was pale.

“It’s reasonable to be nervous, but I’ll do my best to protect you both,” I said.

“We know,” Kasta replied with a nod.

“Are you sending some cars to the northwest bunker?” I asked with the hope that talking about the mission would get their minds off the danger.

“Just did. I sent two, so we have two more with us right now,” the android replied.

“Good.” I wanted as many cars as possible for a few reasons. First was so that Captain Renalta thought we had more people on Persephone than we really did. The second reason was so we had backup cars in case one of them got damaged, and third was because I didn’t want them to know exactly what car we were all in on the street. I didn’t know if any of Lith Dae’s ships could execute a pinpointed plasma attack to take out one of our cars, but the more on the ground, the better chance we had of surviving Renalta’s attempt to betray us.

“It’s a shame we have this metal on top of the car,” Paula said after half a minute of silence.

“Oh?” I asked.

“I wanted to see the sunset, and the stars come out.” The blonde woman closed her eyes, and the blue light from the front screen of our car cast an azure shadow over half of her beautiful face.

“You grew up on Ganymede?” Kasta asked me.

“Yeah.”

“What was it like?” the android asked.

“The sun is far away, so the sun is small. Jupiter is beautiful, though.”

“Is it cold?” Paula asked.

“The terraforming helped, and the first ark crews added heating elements to the oceans. Most of the moon is water. When it does catch the sun, the surface is a beautiful gold. It’s still too dangerous to go outside without an environmental suit, so most people stay inside the cities. In some ways, it is a lot like Queen’s Hat, only larger, and we have a view of Jupiter and a dark ocean.

“Are the people friendly? Or is it like Queen’s Hat?” Kasta asked.

“It is like anywhere. Most people are good, but the few tend to spoil things.” I closed my eyes and clawed through the torrent of memories.

“Will you go back someday?” Paula asked.

“Yeah. I was arrested there. Took the fall for the Yakuza. I want to see my sister and mother, but I’d be worried the law agencies there might recognize me and arrest me again. I’m not in a hurry to go back.”

“That is understandable,” Kasta said. “We would like to go with you when you do return.”

“Of course.” I gave them a smile. “You can stay on board as long as you wish.”

The twins both nodded and then Kasta pointed to the screen in front of Paula’s seat. “Almost there.”

“I feel better,” Paula said.

“Good,” I replied.

“Their shuttle has landed next to my car. Commander Tunar-Roz has stepped out with five marines. They are all wearing heavy military plate armor with half face helmets.” Eve’s voice cut through our car like a knife.

“How long until the sun sets?” I asked.

“Five minutes,” Kasta said.

“Their shuttle is lifting off, and they are approaching my vehicle. I will exit and meet them.”

“Be careful,” I said to Eve.

“Of course. I’ll keep my transponder open, and then you can watch through the drone once we get inside.”

“Alright,” I said, and then I heard the sound of the car hatch opening through the transponder.

“Hello,” Eve said.

“Eve? I didn’t realize you were the computer expert.” I heard Tunar-Roz say in the distance.

“I am somewhat skilled with them,” Eve replied, “but I will also have assistance from our experts onboard our ship.”

“Very well. Let’s position by the security doors. We’ll need to run inside as soon as they unlock.”

“Do you know which terminal we need to connect to?” Eve asked.

“We have a general idea. The city planners’ offices are on the second floor, there are also terminals in the basement connected to the power grid of the city. One of them should work. You’ll have to figure it out.”

“I will do it,” Eve replied, and then I just heard the sound of people moving.

“We are muted, by the way,” Kasta said as I felt the car slow to a stop. “And we are parked right in front of the doors to the bunker. We’ll be able to run in as soon as they open.”

“I wish we could have brought one of those heavy military drones,” Paula said.

“You mean the spider-shaped ones?” I asked.

“Yes. They are really nice. Might not fit through some of the bunker passages, but it would take care of any auto-defense systems. I understand we don’t want Lith Dae to know what kind of weapons we have onboard, but--”

“We’ll have Adam, he’s better than any machine.” Kasta winked at me, and I resisted the urge to point out the irony of her statement.

“And we’ll have your dragonfly drones,” I pointed out. “They are useful.”

“Yes,” Paula said with a long sigh, and I could tell she was starting to get nervous again.

“How long have you been on that pretty ship of yours?” I heard Commander Tunar-Roz ask Eve through the transponder.

“Since her first voyage,” my friend replied.

“Where was she made?” Tunar-Roz asked.

“Commander, I can appreciate your interest in our ship, but I would like to focus on the mission. You and your marines are a welcome escort, but I am still worried about the drones on this planet.”

“Eh,” Tunar-Roz grunted. “We’ll talk more inside then. Sun is setting. Get ready boys. The doors will unlock a few minutes after the drones start to swarm us. Keep Eve alive.”

I heard the Marines grunt, and I felt a bit of relief pour into my stomach. I knew Eve’s usefulness to Lith Dae would end as soon as she uploaded their program, but I was grateful they were going to protect her up until that point.

Then Eve would take care of them.

“Sun is setting,” Kasta whispered. “The drones will launch soon.”

“Alright.” I slowly let out a breath.

Then we waited for a few more minutes.

“Incoming from the north!” A marine had shouted half a moment before rapid gunfire came across Kasta’s transponder.

“South!” I heard another marine shout, and the volume of the gunfire increased.

“First wave is down! West at eleven o’clock!” I heard Commander Tunar-Roz shout over the bullets.

“How long for the door?” One of the marines screamed.

“Another few minutes!” Tunar-Roz shouted.

“Fuck,” I growled as I rubbed my face with my hands. I hated that Eve was there without me.

“She’ll be okay. The swarms seem to gradually pick up their intensity at dusk, we managed to escape with just you shooting them,” Kasta reassured me. “They will make it.”

“Another up above us!”

“That wave is gone! Focus on the east!”

“Reloading!”

“Cover the left! The left!”

“I’m out! Reloading!”

“Focus on the west ones!”

“Shit! It’s on Carvin! Get it off!”

“Ahhhhh!”

“Fuck,” I growled as my fingers tried to dig into the armor plates on my thighs. It sounded like they were getting swarmed, but I didn’t have any sort of visual so I couldn’t see exactly what was going on.

“Door is unlocked! Gord and Maxwell, push on that son of a bitch! Now!” Commander Tunar-Roz’s voice cut through the gunfire as if it was a mortar round, and I heard two marines shout a confirmation.

“Grab Carvin! Get inside! Go! Go! Go!” There was more gunfire. A man screamed, and then there was silence.

Kasta, Paula, and I stared at each other for an agonizing ten seconds. Then we let out a gasp of relief when we heard Eve’s voice.

“We are safe,” the vampire woman said calmly, and I could hear the panicked breathing of the Lith Dae troops standing near her.

“Carvin, how you feeling?” Commander Tunar-Roz asked.

“I’ll be fine, Commander,” the man answered.

“Looks like a good chunk of your cheek is gone. Maxwell, get some new-skin gauze on Carvin, or he’ll never get a date.”

“Yes, Commander,” another man said while a few of the other marines chuckled.

“The foyer appears to be undamaged. I am surprised the fountain in the middle of the room is still working.” I knew Eve was narrating for our benefit.

“We cut the power to the door, but left the rest on the building so we could access the terminals,” Tunar-Roz said, but her voice sounded somewhat far away, and I guessed that Eve had walked to the fountain.

“It is pretty,” Eve said. “I wish my friends could see it.” I heard bubbling water now.

“Whatever. We’ll get moving in another minute, as soon as Carvin’s face is put back together again.”

“I will unpack my drone,” Eve said.

“Your drone?” the other woman asked.

“Yes. It is a surveillance model in case I need assistance accessing the computer. Would you like to look at it before I turn it on?”

“Yeah,” Tunar-Roz asked, and there were another fifteen seconds of silence. “Alright. This looks fine. Go ahead and turn it on.”

“I can pull it up on my wrist,” Paula said as she opened the pull-out screen on her watch. The drone had just come online, and the video wasn’t coming through yet.

“I thank you and your men for protecting me,” Eve said.

“Uhh. Yeah. That’s our job,” the other woman said, and I heard some hesitation in her voice. They probably didn’t expect Eve to be so nice, and I could only wonder what thoughts the vampire woman was reading. Eve’s conversational approach would be the same even if they all thought they were going to kill her. She would try to be nice to them in an effort to change their minds.

“I’m good, Commander,” I heard Carvin say.

“Let’s get moving then. We’ll try the second floor first. Then hit the basement if none of those terminals work.”

The video came on, and I saw the group of marines standing next to a metal wall some eight meters from Eve. My friend was standing beside a stone fountain, and I saw that it was crafted to look like a spiral of flowers. The camera on the drone was excellent, but the inside of the building was dark, and the marines all had lights on the front of their rifles. The drone was still adjusting its light algorithms, so it was hard to see some of the finer details of the fountain.

“Are there any other security systems in the building?” Eve asked Tunar-Roz.

“We think it was just the doors, but my men will take point.” The armored woman nodded to the group of marines, and they moved toward a wide set of stairs at the far end of the room.

Most of what I saw of the city made me think it was designed with function over form, but the foyer of the government center was lavishly decorated with sculptures, hanging artwork, elegant columns, and crown molding. The floors looked to be made of polished marble, and the carpet covering the stairs looked like thick velvet.

We watched the group ascend the stairs. The marines knew what they were doing. The armored men all held their weapons at the correct angles and had them pointed to cover each other. The group made it up to the second floor without problem, and Paula let out a slow breath.

“Do you think something is in the building?” I asked the engineer.

“No, but I do feel like I’m watching one of those horror vids, and any second now the monster is going to jump out and eat them.” Paula let out a light laugh, and Kasta joined her.

“Let’s hope not.” I smiled at them and then turned my attention back to the small screen on her wrist.

The team made it to a cluster of computers, and the commander gestured to one of the sets there. “This is you. Do your thing.”

“Thank you,” Eve said as she slid into the seat. The drone had been hovering above the group, but it floated down to Eve’s shoulder and examined the terminal set up.

“Press the square green button on the top right,” Zea said over the transponder, and Eve did so. The screen immediately flickered to life and showed a grid of menu options. There were all written in Russian, so I had no idea what they said. Zea couldn't read Russian either, but then she told Eve to press on the screen at the third icon down in the second row. Another screen popped up with a blank field and more Russian writing that I guessed was asking for a password.

“Ahh. It is the interface menu. I wonder how Zea knew that?” Kasta said.

“She is good,” Paula replied. “Really good.”

“She told me she was the best on her planet,” I said with a smirk.

“We would believe it,” both of the twins said at once. Then they looked at each other and shared a mirrored smile.

“Alright, you are going to connect the data drive into the slot at the bottom of the console on your right,” Zea said.

“Here?” Eve asked as she pointed to one of the four different holes.

“Yeah. Just plug it in and let’s see what happens.”

Eve pushed the data fob into the port, and Commander Tunar-Roz stepped closer so that she could look at the screen. Nothing seemed to happen with the password field, and Zea let out an annoyed huff.

“Press the yellow button on the top left. Has an arrow pointing left,” Zea told Eve.

“Done,” Eve said, and the screen flickered back to the earlier menu grid.

“Hold on a moment,” Zea said as the drone pivoted down a bit to look at the terminal controls. It stayed there for a dozen seconds and then the camera pivoted up to look at the screen. “Press the power button again, to turn it off, then turn it on a few seconds later. When you turn it on, push down the button with the wavy line and the number one.”

“Like this?” Eve asked after she turned the power back on the terminal as she held down the button.

“Yeah. That’s it,” Zea said. “Now click on the screen where I told you to go before.”

Eve repeated the motion, but the password bar came up again.

“Damn. Okay, we are going to do this like twenty more times until I find the right hardware jimmy.”

“I thought you were a computer expert?” Commander Tunar-Roz asked as she looked at the drone. “You should be here to do this yourself.”

“Hey lady, you do your resting bitch face, I’ll do my computer stuff, and together we’ll get this computer system working. Deal?”

Tunar-Roz glowered at the drone, but then she nodded and stepped away from Eve.

We watched the vampire toggle the system on and off for another few minutes. The work was all sorts of boring, but the drone’s wide angle lens kept catching Commander Tunar-Roz pacing behind Eve, and it was plain to see that the woman was getting annoyed with the delay.

“There! That’s it! Yes!” Zea shouted when the password field was suddenly filled with blocks of text.

“You did it?” Tunar-Roz asked as she leaned over Eve to stare at the screen.

“Kind of. It will take a few moments to crack the password. Then Eve can upload your file.”

“Ahh. Speaking of that.” The commander pulled out a data fob and laid it on the terminal beside the ports. “We’ll be using this data drive, instead of the one I gave you earlier.”
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Chapter 14

“Shit,” Kasta, Paula, and I hissed at the same time, but we were muted, and Commander Tunar-Roz, her marines, and Eve couldn’t hear us.

“That is fine,” Eve said as she reached for the data drive.

“Uhhh. Hold up,” Zea said, and I could hear her trying to hide her panic.

“What?” Tunar-Roz growled, and it was obvious she guessed what we were up to.

“I ahh… I…” Zea was trying to figure out what to say.

“Zea, it is fine.” Eve turned to the woman standing next to her. “As long as Commander Tunar-Roz has given us the same software packet she gave Adam and me?”

“It’s the same software. We just want to make sure it is our software and not something you decided to tweak,” the commander spat.

“I can understand your suspicion. We will use your new datastick of course. Zea, can I insert it in now?”

“Uhh. Yeah, you can--”

“What the fuck was that?” One of the marines whispered, and the drone spun around in the air to see him raise his rifle.

“What?” Commander Tunar-Roz pointed her own weapon.

“I saw it too,” another marine whispered. Now they all had their rifles up, and they were pointing toward the dark side of the large room.

“What did you see?” Tunar-Roz demanded.

“Just wings, but bigger. There!” the marine shouted and the men all twisted their weapons to point to the right.

“It’s behind the wall over there,” another marine said, and Zea turned the drone’s lens to look in that direction. I didn’t see any movement, but panic was flooding my stomach. Shit. I should be there.

“Clark and Maxwell, go check it out,” the commander said with a gesture of her right hand. The two men nodded and then made careful steps toward the other side of the room.

“Get the software uploaded, now,” the woman growled at Eve.

“Of course. Zea, should I insert it here?”

“Yeah,” Zea kind of whined, and the drone zoomed in on the port where the vampire pushed the data stick in.

The camera moved to the screen of the terminal, and the menu opened. But then there was the sound of gunfire from behind the drone, and everyone turned from the screen to see what the Marines were shooting at.

“It flew down to the bottom level!” one of the marines screamed. “It’s fucking huge! Two meters tall!”

“Hold the perimeter here!” the commander shouted. “Don’t follow it!”

“Movement to our left!” another marine shouted, and they all turned in that direction.

“Get that fucking software executed!” Tunar-Roz screamed at Eve.

Then one of the marines started shooting.

“Zea! Help me get this!” The tone of Eve’s voice wasn’t her usual calm cadence, and my heart ached to hear her fear.

“Press on the middle icon!” Zea shouted, but there was another spray of gunfire from the marines, and the hacker had to repeat her words.

Eve touched the screen on the middle icon, and another folder opened to display a group of files. Eve moved her hand down a bit on the list and pressed the icon that said “Lith_Dae_pass.” As soon as she touched the icon, another screen opened, and a progress bar began to advance.

“It is activated!” Eve called out to Tunar-Roz, but the commander was firing her rifle into the darkness, and just nodded back at my friend.

“They are too fucking fast!” another marine shouted, and Zea spun the camera around to see the marines shooting into the darkness. I still didn’t see any of the drone movement that they were firing at, and the beast in my stomach screamed with frustration.

“It is almost done!” Eve shouted through the breaks in the rapid fire.

“It flew downstairs!” one of the marines shouted.

“Who has eyes on the second one?” Commander Tunar-Roz demanded.

“It’s behind the shelves here!” one of the other marines shouted, and Z swung around the drone camera to where the marines were pointing their weapons. I saw the shelves they were talking about. They were filled with old style paper books that were now riddled with bullet holes.

“There!” One of the men screamed, and the other marines started shooting.

“I can’t see the drone,” Paula said as she moved the screen on her wrist. “This viewscreen is too small.”

“We need to get ready to run into the bunker.” I was even more concerned about Eve now that there were drones in the government center, but there was nothing I could do to help her beyond finishing our mission.

“The program is done!” Eve called out, and Zea’s drone spun around to see that the progress bar was moved to “Completed” status.

“Press the green button,” Zea said, but Eve was already tapping her finger on the screen. The menu changed to a map of the city, and there was a menu of options on the right side.

“It appears to have worked,” Eve said.

“The other one flew downstairs. Why the fuck can’t we hit it?” one of the marines shouted.

“Open the door to the southeast bunker,” Tunar-Roz ordered Eve.

“Of course.” The vampire pressed one of the buttons on the right that said Bunker Management. Then she pressed a few other menu buttons, and the screen said Opening Bunker Door.

“It is opening,” Kasta said as she nodded to the front of the car where vehicle's control monitor sat. The twins and I watched the massive metal doors crawl open, but I looked back to the screen on Paula’s wrist when I heard Commander Tunar-Roz speak.

“You are done in that chair. I’ll take control now.”

“Very well,” Eve stood and then took a step away from the control terminal.

“Clark! Keep an eye on her,” the commander said.

“Yes, Commander,” the marine said, and he gestured for Eve to stand next to the wall some three meters from the terminal. Eve walked over there without complaint and casually leaned against the wall. The drone camera spun around to the other marines. They were all positioned near the stairs and pointed their rifles down to where I guessed the drones had escaped.

“Tell your captain that we’ve done our part. Have him confirm the doors are opening and that his team is going into the next bunker,” Tunar-Roz said to Eve.

“Adam, did you hear?” Eve asked.

“Yeah. The door is opening. We are going to drive in,” I said. This was bad news though. If we were using Lith Dae’s original code, they would be able to close the doors of the southeast bunker as soon as we opened the northwest’s doors.

We were walking right into their hands, and there was nothing we could do about it, or they would shoot Eve on the ground, and attack Zea in orbit.

“Get a move on,” the commander called, but I didn’t respond to her.

“Adam, I muted Eve’s line so she can’t hear us.” Zea’s voice came through the transponder.

“What can we do?” I asked.

“Eve installed our code,” Zea said with a giggle.

“Huh? How?”

“I have no fucking idea, but I’m looking at it right now. Lith Dae just uploaded it, and I have the backdoor. I think when they got distracted by the drones, she switched the data drives.”

“There weren’t any of the bird-drones,” I said with a laugh.

“I didn’t see any through the camera. Did you three?” Zea asked.

“No,” I answered.

“Are we missing something?” Paula asked.

“Eve has powers. She calls it ‘witch magic.’ She can make people see and hear stuff that isn’t real,” I explained. “We didn’t see the drones on the camera because there weren’t any. She created the illusion. Everyone turned away from her, and she switched the data sticks. She must have read Tunar-Roz’s mind and known she was going to try and give us a different data drive.”

“I gotta tell you. I almost pissed myself when that bitch pulled out the new data drive. I feel like an idiot for not guessing it would happen.” Zea let out another laugh. “But the joke’s on them. They think they got us, but we still have them. If they try to fuck us, I can cut communications on their end. It won’t last forever, but it will probably give us some wiggle room to escape if we need it.”

“As long as they don’t try to kill Eve,” Kasta said as she looked at the screen on her sister’s wrist.

“And as long as we can get past whatever security measure are in this bunker and open the other one,” Paula said as she pointed to the screen of the car. The bunker doors were now open wide enough for our car to enter.

But there was a whole lot of darkness on the other side of the door.

“Let’s get a move on,” I said.

“Should I send the two cars in first to scout?” Kasta asked.

“Yeah just have them roll around in there a bit.”

“I don’t have a screen to show you what they see,” Kasta said. “Unless you want to take eyes off Eve?”

“No. Just let us know if you see something,” I replied, and I saw the two drone-cars roll past us on our vehicle's monitor.

Paula and I waited what felt like an hour, but Kasta didn’t speak.

“I’ve gone around the perimeter and didn’t see anything interesting,” she finally updated. “Should they fall back and park by the doors?”

“No automated security systems?” I asked, even though I knew she was going to say no. We hadn’t heard a gunshot or any noise come from the inky darkness inside of the bunker.

“Nope,” she answered.

“Alright. Leave the other two cars on each side of the door in case something goes wrong, we can keep the doors from closing.”

“Will do,” Kasta said, and I felt our vehicle begin to roll forward into the oppressive darkness of the bunker.

“Will the bird-drones enter through the open bunker doors?” I didn’t like the idea of them being able to follow us.

“The armor over our car seems to have worked,” Paula said. “They didn’t attack us while we were sitting out in front of the bunker. A few might stray inside, but I don’t really want to close those doors behind us.”

“Me either,” I agreed.

“Shit, it is dark,” Paula said after we passed the open doors. It was like we were rolling into a pool of ink. The darkness was so thick, the sound of the wheels rubbing against the ground beneath us was the only indicator of our movement.

“Turning the headlights on,” the android said a half-moment before they flared.

“Ha. That’s not much better,” Paula said. The headlights were piercing the darkness a bit, but they weren’t showing a wall or any other features of the inside bunker. It was just more ebony air that seemed to suck down the light as if it was a black hole.

“My dragonfly drones, as you call them, can search quickly. Can I bring them inside?” Kasta asked.

“Yes please,” I answered. We had wanted to save those drones until we ensured no automated security could shoot them out of the air.

“They are entering and can do a full sweep in a few minutes.”

“Got it,” I said, and then we continued to roll through the darkness for another half minute.

“This place feels oppressively huge,” Paula said with a long sigh. “Like we are inside a coffin.”

“We aren’t rolling that fast. I know the outside dimensions, we should see the wall right… now.” As soon as Kasta finished speaking, the headlights of the car bounced off the side of the domed wall. It was made of smooth concrete, and the stone was polished a bit to reflect some of our light back into our sensor cameras.

“Nothing this way,” the android said. “I’ve searched the walls, and now we have driven through the center.”

“There has to be something here. The map showed us an elevator. This can’t just be an empty building,” I said.

“Oh, one of the recon drones found something. In the middle-ish of the room. We drove south of it when we crossed. I’ll turn the car around, and we can investigate.” Kasta pointed to our rear, and the car started to back up slowly. Then it turned around and drove toward where I thought the exit doors were.

“Here it is,” Kasta said, and we peered down at the monitor at the front of the car.

“Looks like an elevator terminal,” Paula said. There was an obvious indent on the concrete floor, and a meter tall and two-meter wide pedestal positioned on the corner nearest us.

“Drive around the indent on the floor,” I ordered. “I want to see how big it is.”

“No need. The drones just scouted it. We can fit two of these cars on the lift. The question is: will it work to take us down?” Kasta shrugged at me.

“Pull the car up on the spot and let’s go look at the controls.”

“I was afraid you were going to say that,” Paula said, and then she let out a nervous giggle.

The vehicle moved forward some three meters, and then Kasta nodded at me. I reached over to the side of the car and then popped open the door handle. The hatch was extremely heavy because of all the armor we added, but I pushed it up without much issue.

“Looks like it has power,” Paula said after we climbed out of the car and walked over to the control panel.

“Let’s lower it,” I said as I swung my rifle around. The light at the end of the weapon cut through the darkness like a hot laser, but I didn’t see any of the bird-drones.

“None have entered. My drones are listening for their wings. I’ll let you know if we are in danger,” Kasta said as she rested her palm on my shoulder.

“Thanks,” I said.

“I’m lowering the elevator,” Paula whispered.

Then the ground shuddered, groaned, and began to descend into a pit of darkness.
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Chapter 15

“Good thinking with the booster,” Zea said through our transponders. “I wouldn’t have been able to get a signal through the bunker if it wasn’t there.”

“I’m surprised you are getting anything at all,” Paula said. We had only descended for half a minute and it was impossible for me to tell how far down we were. The walls of the shaft were a dark concrete that didn’t reflect the car lights very well.

“We are fifteen meters down,” Kasta said as if she read my mind. “The booster will probably work well for another fifteen, then you’ll lose the signal.

“Okay. I’ll keep an eye on Eve. The marines are still watching for drones inside the government center, and their commander is waiting for your update,” Zea said.

“Do you think they will try to kill her once we have opened the doors to the northwest bunker?” Paula asked.

“Only Eve knows for sure since she can read their minds.” Zea sighed. “Good news is that I can cut off all their communications with the flip of a switch, so we--”

“Zea?” I asked after a few seconds.

“Ships… They… totally screwed…” her voice was cutting in and out, and I guessed we were finally out of the range of the booster.

Then the elevator walls gave way to another open space, and I swept my rifle light around us to check the sides that weren’t being lit but the car’s headlights.

The side of the lift with the control desk was attached to the wall with a magnetic attachment. So the elevator platform had placed us on the side of another large and open cavern. The walls here were high, maybe ten meters, and they were cut out of steel instead of the concrete.

The open floor surrounding us was covered with hundreds, maybe even thousands of the bird-drones.

“Get in the car!” I hissed to the twins. They were already moving, and they dove into the back seats half a second before I grabbed the hatch and brought it down on top of us.

“You both okay?” I asked. I was sitting in the front seat now, and I turned around to face them.

“They didn’t attack us,” Kasta said.

“There power source must be depleted. They probably came down here, got stuck, and then didn’t have any light to recharge,” Paula mused.

“I’ll send the drones out and see what they can find,” Kasta said as the two women untangled themselves.

“We aren’t getting the feed from the drone watching Eve so I can use my display for one of the drones you are flying,” Paula said.

“I’m spreading them out,” Kasta said, and her sister nodded as she pressed her fingers against the screen on her wrist. Then she held it up to my face so I could see from one of the dragon fly drones that descended the elevator shaft with us.

“I think you are right about the bird drones,” I said. “None of them are moving.”

“They are everywhere. Must be over five thousand of them. I don’t even see an empty patch of floor.” Paula shook her head.

“Drone number one has found a set of doors. There is a label on top that says ‘Living Quarters.’ Do you want to see it?” Kasta asked.

“Yeah,” I said, and Paula flipped over the screen so I could view the doors. They looked stout, but I didn’t see a lock on this side. There was Russian writing stenciled above the double doors, and the paint was a light green color.

“How far away are those doors?” I asked.

“Eighty meters from our location,” Kasta answered.

“Let’s drive over there and--”

“Not going to work,” Paula said. “We have to walk. All these drones on the ground will get caught in the wheel wells of the car, or their needles will shred the tires. Especially since we put the armored layers over the edges of the wheels. We won’t get more than ten meters before we aren’t able to roll.”

“Shit,” I said. “Are you both sure those things are dead?” I asked.

The twins looked at each other, and then they both gave me sheepish grins.

“Great.” I let out a half-laugh.

“I can go. The drones didn’t attack me on the street the other day.” Kasta pointed to the door of the car and then bent over forward to grab the release handle.

“Let me think about it for a--”

“There is nothing to think about. They won’t attack me. You both can watch through the drones.” Kasta yanked on the handle of the door, but I had to stand so that I could raise the hatch with both of my arms.

“Thanks, Captain,” the android said as she grabbed onto the front of my gun belt to hoist herself up. There were six other places she could have put her hand, and Paula let out an exasperated sigh after her sister jumped out.

“Ha!” Kasta laughed, blew me a kiss, and then walked around the side of the car.

I closed the hatch again, and then I glanced onto Paula’s screen. The drone was a few meters above and behind Kasta, and the android was kicking aside piles of birds as if they were snow drifts.

“See? They have no power.” Kasta’s voice came through our transponder.

“Be careful, please,” Paula pleaded.

“I’ll be fine,” Kasta replied as she waded through the mass of drones. Then she let out a yelp, and Paula gasped.

“What’s wrong?” we both asked.

“One of them poked me with a needle. Didn’t break the skin, though. I guess I should be more careful.” Kasta laughed again, and then she made a show of sweeping the drones out of her way with a more careful movement of her leg.

“She’s such a show-off,” Paula whispered to me.

“Hard to believe she is an android. You are an incredible engineer,” I said.

“Oh. Uhh. Thank you.” Paula glanced away from the screen so she could look at me. “Sorry she grabbed your belt.”

“It’s fine,” I said with a shrug.

“Don’t tell her that, or she’ll keep making passes at you.”

“I’ll let you handle it, per our discussion,” I replied.

“I’ve talked to her. She’s her own person though.” Paula shrugged. “I’m not in any position to tell her what to do.”

“Aren’t you her creator?” I asked, and Paula’s face soured. “I don’t want to be rude. I don’t understand how it works. You do both seem like sisters.”

“Oh, I’m not offended by your question.” Paula’s lips twisted, and she glanced down at her screen to make sure that Kasta was still sweeping aside the bird-drones. “We are sisters. So I can’t tell her what to do.”

“I’m not sure I--”

“She is my sister, I am her sister. Yeah, I made her, but I’m not her mother. I had to teach her a few things when we were growing up, and I built her four new bodies as mine matured, but I never programmed her to do what I told her to do. I just told her that I loved her. She doesn’t want to listen to me about you because she--”

“You two are awfully quiet,” Kasta interrupted. “You aren’t having a quickie are you?”

“No!” Paula said, and then she rolled her eyes at me and took her finger off the transmit button on the transponder to mute us. “She likes to do the things she says I want to do, but don’t have the courage to.”

“Ahh,” I said. “So you telling her not to make passes at me--”

“She’ll stop eventually. I apologize for her behavior.”

“It’s fine,” I said.

“As I said, don’t tell her that.” Paula let out a light laugh. “Or she’ll be waiting in your bed one night. I’m sure you have enough relationship problems without us in the mix.”

“Yeah,” I said as I stared at the screen. I thought about asking her how obvious the situation was between Eve, Zea, and I, but I didn’t want to get into it right now.

“I don’t want us to get kicked off Persephone,” Paula whispered.

“I’m not going to kick you off--”

“Don’t say you won’t.” Paula shook her head. “If we were men, and you were a woman, and one of us kept making advances you refused, wouldn’t that be different? We would probably be off the ship already for harassing you. She is taking advantage of your honor because you are a man and she is a woman. It isn’t fair to you.”

“It normally isn’t,” I said. “I’ll take care of all of you because it is what men do. You can think it isn’t fair, but I embrace my role. I have strength and power, and I’ll use it to help and protect people that need it. Especially if they are my friends.”

“Ahhhhhhh.” Paula let out a long sigh. “You are a great guy. I remember what you told me in my apartment.”

“Which part?” I asked.

“When you said that if you had been in the alley, you wouldn’t have let those men kidnap my sister. I know you wouldn’t have. I saw you fighting to save Queen’s Hat. I saw how Zea looked at you.”

“As I said, there are good men and women in this universe.”

“And now I believe it.” Paula met my eyes for a few seconds, and then we both looked down at the screen on her wrist.

“How is it looking?” I asked Kasta.

“Good,” she said. “I’m almost there. None of them have power, but you two can have some more alone time.”

“There isn’t anything going--” Paula started, but her sister cut her off.

“I’m at the door. Take a look.” The drone hovered lower, and Kasta moved to examine the two door handles.

“Can you open them?” I asked.

“I’ll try.” Kasta rested her hand on one of the handles and then pushed down. It didn’t move, and she tried the other one.

“Both locked, but there is a keyhole here.”

“I have a tool that will fit,” Paula said.

“I bet you do,” Kasta said with a giggle.

“You are incorrigible.” Paula sighed.

“Thank you. I’ll wait here for you both.”

I stood and pushed the hatch up again. Then I followed Paula out of the car, and double checked our surroundings with a sweep of the light on my rifle. Then I moved my gun back when I thought I saw something twitch in the endless pile.

“Uhhh. One of them is moving,” I said.

“Where,” both of the twins asked, and Paula came to stand next to me with her rifle pointed in the same direction.

“There,” I said as soon as I saw something twitch.

“It’s our flashlights!” Paula gasped, “And the lights from the car!”

“Oh. I didn’t even think of that,” Kasta said through our transponders, “but I don’t believe you have to worry about the lights on our guns. Probably not enough lumens to recharge one of them unless you left it there for five minutes. Even then, probably wouldn’t be able to fly.”

“Right,” Paula said with a relieved sigh. “I should have known. I’m still going to turn off the lights on the car, just in case.”

The engineer leaned over the front side of our vehicle and switched the lights off, then I took the lead and walked through the trail of dead bird-drones Kasta had left. We made it to the doors in less than two minutes, and Paula reached into her tool satchel to pull out a device that looked like the one the twins used to yank Byron’s head off. It was a cross between a screwdriver and a saw. She pushed it into the lock, activated the unit, and then there was a loud grinding sound that punched through the silence of the giant room like an amplified chainsaw.

I swung my rifle around and expected one of the bird-drones to dive bomb us, but nothing moved in the room, and I let out a sigh of relief.

“Opened,” Paula said as she pulled the metal door.

“I’ll go in first,” I said as I ducked between the twins and raised my rifle. There was a hallway past the door, and the brushed steel walls only gave a bit of a reflection when my light passed over their surfaces.

“Clear,” I said, and the two women entered behind me.

“I’ll close the door,” Paula said, and I nodded as I moved forward.

“The door on the right,” I said after we had moved some twenty-five meters through the darkness. This door was also made out of steel, and Kasta moved to the side so she could open it for me. It was unlocked, and I pointed my rifle inside to see another hallway. This one was a bit narrower, and there was a sign hanging from the ceiling there.

“Housing block 1A,” Kasta read. “The map is wrong.”

“Huh?” I asked.

“Lith Dae gave you maps with blueprints of the bunkers, but this isn’t even close to what I studied.” Kasta shook her head. “I thought something was weird when we first drove in and found the elevator, but now I know for sure.

“Why would they give us incorrect maps?” Paula asked.

“They wanted us to think this was their planet. If they told us they didn’t know what we would find in the bunkers, we might ask more questions.”

“Let’s hope their claim about being able to open the northwest bunker doors from the southeast location was true,” Kasta said.

“Let’s hope. Open the next door,” I said as I readied myself. Paula yanked this one open, and I stepped through into a living room.

The room was furnished with a green couch, coffee table, and two easy chairs. There was an entryway on my right the led to a kitchen, a door in front of me, and a hallway to the left. A screen was mounted on the wall opposite the couch, and it smelled of new plastic.

“I’ll check the door, you two get the hallway,” I said, but I already knew what we would find.

My door opened to a bathroom that looked as if it had never been used. I turned around to face the main room and waited for the twins to return.

“Bedrooms,” Paula said a moment later.

“Looks like no one has ever lived here,” I said, and the two women nodded.

“Here is a light switch,” Kasta said, and she moved to turn it on. Nothing happened when she pressed the button, and she tried once more to make sure.

“The elevator has power, but the utilities don’t,” Paula mused. “There must be a switch somewhere that can turn everything on.”

“It might be around the terminal we will use to open the other bunker,” Paula said, “but I’ll doubt we’ll find either in the housing blocks. We should return to the main hallway.”

“Let’s go to the end of this one first to make sure we don’t miss anything, then we can go back to the main one,” I said, and the woman followed me back into the hallway for Housing block 1A.

We moved down the hallway for another hundred meters. The hallway showed no signs of ending, and I opened a few of the doors to make sure we were passing apartments instead of computer or utility rooms. They were all apartments, and I started to think this bunker was as large as the city above it.

“Do we keep going?” Paula asked.

“I’ll send a drone,” Kasta said, and one of the small robots drifted down the hallway.

“Can you send it through all of the complex?” I asked.

“Nope,” Kasta shook her head.

“Why not?”

“Doors,” she said with a smirk. “I need to invent a drone with a hand that can open them.”

“Oh. Yeah. Dumb question.” I let out a laugh.

“The walls are also really thick. I don’t have much of a range down here. I’m hoping this will get to the end-- ahh yeah. Looks like there is an elevator at the end. It is another hundred meters down the hallway.”

“Let’s check it out,” I said, and the three of us continued our walk down the long corridor. The darkness and silence around us were starting to become oppressive. I could hear Paula’s heart hammer in her chest and smell her fear.

“Thanks for coming with me,” I whispered to her after we had walked for a dozen seconds.

“No problem,” she replied.

“You are brave. I know you’re scared. We’ll get through this.”

“I hope so.” The engineer gave me a wide smile, and then I saw the drone floating above the elevator door.

“What do the words say?” Paula asked Kasta as she pointed to the painted Russian letters on top of the double doors.

“Elevator,” Kasta said with a snort, and her sister laughed.

“Let’s see if it works,” I said as I pressed the button to call the lift. I was actually surprised when the button glowed after I pressed it, and I was even more surprised when the doors opened a few seconds later.

“It was waiting for us,” Paula whispered.

“Now you are creeping me out,” Kasta said. She gestured with her hand, and her drones moved to hover a half meter above her shoulders.

I stepped into the elevator and looked at the control buttons. There were ten of them there, and I let out a groan of frustration.

“Fuck. It will take us forever to find what we are looking for.”

“I would guess any sort of control center for the bunkers would be located on the bottom level to ensure less likelihood of damage,” Paula said.

“Or it would be on the top most floor so it would be easier for the citizens to get to quickly,” Kasta argued.

“That is a strong possibility also,” Paula agreed. “And we have only explored one hallway on this level.”

Both of the women were now standing in the elevator, and they turned to me with a questioning look. I had used my nose to tell their identities, and I was getting better at identifying them from the way they stood and spoke, but they each had their eyebrows raised in a way that made them look like mirrored images.

“Let’s try the bottom floor and then come back up to this one if we don’t find what we are looking for.” It wasn’t military procedure since I wasn’t clearing a floor, but I guessed a control center that managed other bunkers would probably be located at the bottom level.

“We can always split up,” Kasta said with a shrug.

“No,” Paula and I said at the same time.

“We stick together.” I pressed the button for the bottom floor, and the doors slid closed.

Then I felt the car descend.

“It’s funny. I was a bit terrified of the sky when I first saw it.” Paula leaned against the wall of the elevator and closed her eyes.

“Why?” I asked.

“I thought I might fall off the ground and spin into the sky and drift amongst the stars. I’ve always had a metal roof over my head. I got over it quickly, and now I really want to get out of here so I can see the sky again.”

“Agreed,” I said. Then the door opened on the bottom floor, and I leaned out of the elevator and swept my rifle across the hallway.

There were patches of dried blood splattered across the floor, walls, and ceiling of the hallway, and the air smelled of death.

“Shit, what happened?” Paula asked.

“Those drones must have gotten down here. Look at the marks on the wall. Scratches from their needles,” Kasta said, and I moved my flashlight over to see the marks. As I did so, my light passed over a mound of metal some thirty meters further down the hall, and I swung my rifle back to get a better look. It was a pile of the bird drones, and I moved my light off them after a few seconds so that their batteries wouldn’t recharge.

“Wait here,” I said as I stepped out of the elevator and moved toward the mound of dead drones. Except for the dried blood and scratches on the wall, the hallway on this level looked exactly like the one up above, and I saw a series of metal doors on each side.

I moved to the first door on my right and pushed it open. I expected to find another hallway or living quarters, but the space beyond the door was a metal walkway that extended into a never ending sea of darkness. There was also a set of stairs to the left of the door, but these also descended into the abyss.

“Kasta, send your drones in here,” I ordered. The woman nodded, and a pair of her drones drifted over my head and into the vast room.

“What do you see?” Paula asked after a few moments. She held her rifle pointed down the hallway toward the pile of powerless drones, but the engineer kept her flashlight raised so the light didn’t directly hit the drones.

“I think we are in the right place,” Kasta said.

“You found the control center?” I asked.

“No, this is a water treatment center. I think. I’m not exactly sure, but there are a bunch of pipes, filters, and such. It looks a bit like what they had on Queen’s Hat. There are some computer terminals in there, but I think we should keep looking on this floor.”

“Alright. Do you drones need to come back?”

“Here they are,” Kasta said when they drifted back over my head.

“Other door,” I said as I moved across the hallway. I opened this one, but before I could peer inside, Kasta’s drones flew through.

“Another water treatment center,” Kasta said after a few moments.

“Ugh,” Paula groaned.

“I am not an expert on civil engineering,” the android said. “But there is something odd about this place.”

“What?”

“It’s too large. There are four of these bunkers in the city. This might be the largest, but how many apartments did we pass?”

“Felt like a hundred doors,” Paula said.

“It was two hundred and forty,” Kasta said. “One housing block numbered 1A. These water treatment rooms are large, and we’ve found two of them. I feel as if the bunkers can hold much more than the population of the city.”

“What if the treatment plants handle all the water from the city as well as the bunker?” I asked.

“Possibility?” Kasta shrugged. “Seems like a long trip for the plant workers to make, but then again, a lot of it might be automated. It isn’t being used now. The drones don’t hear any water passing through the pipes.”

“Let’s keep going,” I said as the small robots drifted through the open door and back into the main hallway.

We walked past the pile of drones, more dried blood splatters, and a second group of drones. The hallway was beginning to smell more of decay, but it wasn’t nauseating.

Yet.

“No more doors,” Paula observed after we had walked for another five minutes down the hall.

“There must be larger rooms on each side. The water treatment rooms were some hundred meters wide and two hundred long,” Kasta explained.

“Ahh.”

“Up ahead. Another group of drones.” I raised my rifle a bit and angled the front down so it would pass over the metal birds down the hallway.

“And another set of doors,” Kasta observed.

“And more blood,” Paula whispered.

The engineer was correct; the walls were practically painted brown with crusted blood. It was on the ceiling, the walls, and the two doors. We still hadn’t seen any bodies though, but I didn’t know if that was a good or bad sign. Maybe it didn’t matter. I doubted anyone was alive down here.

“I’ll send my drones in once you pop open the door,” Kasta said as soon as I grabbed the handle of the door on the right. I nodded, and then cracked the metal wide enough for them to fit through.

Kasta didn’t say anything for a few moments, but she did let out a sigh.

“There are bodies inside. It does look like a control center. Lots of terminals, and a scaled model of the city.”

“Any of those bird-drones in there?” I asked.

“About twenty. Looks like they killed all these people. Oh!” Kasta gasped, and Paula’s eyes opened wide.

“What’s wro--” I started to say, but the android continued.

“This is the place we are looking for. One of the terminals is still on. I also found out how the drones got in. There is a large air duct. Looks like it was broken open from the inside.”

“Let’s go in,” I said. The twins nodded, and I pushed the door open.

The room was most definitely a control center. My flashlight reflected off dead screens on the opposite side of the room, and a quick sweep of my rifle showed that all the walls were lined with control terminals, chairs, and corpses.

The stench was awful, but I had been around plenty of dead bodies. These corpses had not been exposed to the sun or bugs, so they rotted slowly, and were in the various stage of mummification. The sight was still disturbing. They were riddled with holes, and dead their dead faces were contorted in agony or terror. The pile of corpses near the door made me think the people in this room tried to escape into the main hallway, but then they found more of the bird-drones there.

“I’m…” Paula started to say, and I knew she would start puking before she doubled over and vomited. Kasta seemed to teleport next to Paula, and the android woman pulled her sister’s hair away from her face and patted her on the back.

“Fuck,” Paula said when she finished puking. “That’s embarrassing.”

“Why? I’m used to it. I would be surprised if you didn’t puke.” I gave her a smile, and the beautiful engineer grunted. Then she bent over and heaved again.

There was a single screen with the power on, and I walked across the room so I could get a better look at it. The letters on the terminal controls and screen were in the Russian text, so I couldn’t actually read it, but the icons did seem to hint that it was functioning.

Paula stopped puking for the second time, and then they both walked over to me. Kasta sat in front of the terminal without saying anything, but Paula gave me an apologetic look.

“Don’t worry about it,” I said.

“Alright.” She sighed and then rested her hand on the back of Kasta’s chair. I could see her hand was shaking, and I felt remorse punch me in the chest. I was asking too much of her again. Same with Zea and Eve. None of my friends were soldiers, and I was putting them in scenarios that would have tested all but the most stoic of warriors.

“This terminal has access to all the other bunkers. Ohhh. Look at this.” Kasta pointed at her screen. “I can actually open communications with the other three bunkers. Should I try?”

“Will Lith Dae know?” I asked.

“I doubt it. I believe it is an underground connection, but I can’t be sure,” Kasta answered.

“Let’s try,” I said. “Won’t hurt for them to know we are trying to help them with the bird-drones.”

“I think this should do it.” Kasta pressed a few keys on her terminal interface and then she leaned into a microphone. I didn’t understand her words, but I was very thankful that she figured out how to speak their language.

“Hmm.” Kasta turned to us after she had asked a few questions into the microphone. “I’m not sure if it is broken, or if there is no one on the other side.”

“Try a few more times, and then we’ll worry about the door.” I glanced around the control room again and saw another group of bodies below the broken air duct.

“Alright,” Kasta said, and she repeated the same phrase into the microphone a few more times. There was no answer through the terminal, and the three of us let out long sighs.

“I’m hoping that the system is still down, and they are all alive,” Paula said.

“Me too,” her sister said.

“Can you open the door? Sooner we get over there the sooner we’ll know.”

“Let me work on it,” she replied, and she pressed a few more buttons on the screen.

I watched Kasta shift through the terminal menu for about ten minutes, but I really had no idea what she was doing. Paula did seem to know though, and she pointed to an icon on one particular window after I had given up paying attention to what the screen showed. Kasta clicked there, and then they both let out a laugh.

“Find it?” I asked as a map of the city came onto their screen.

“Paula saw it,” Kasta said.

“I thought you didn’t know the language?” I asked the engineer.

“I taught myself how to read it when we got back to Persephone,” Paula explained.

“Uhh. How? When?”

“When you told us to go to sleep.” The blonde woman shrugged. “I can’t speak it though.”

“That’s amazing. How many hours did you--”

“My sister is a genius,” Kasta proclaimed with unmistakable pride.

“Yeah, she is.” I nodded at Paula, and the engineer’s face turned a bit red. “Can you open the doors of the other bunker?”

“Aye, Captain. The control is right here.” Kasta pressed on the bunker icon on the top left mark of the map, and a menu expanded down. “You want me to open it?”

“Yeah. Then let’s get the fuck out of here. I feel like things are all working out as we planned.”

“Here we go,” Kasta said, and then she pressed the button on the screen.

“Shit!” Paula and I screamed together when the lights came on in the control room. It felt like someone was digging hot pokers into my eyes.

“Turn off the light!” I shouted as I covered my face with my right arm.

“I’m trying!” Kasta shouted as her fingers danced across the keys.

“Try faster!” Paula shouted, and her words were filled with agony.

“I’m trying faster!” Kasta hissed. “Damn it! They won’t turn off. The power in this bunker needs to be on to send the signal to the other bunker!”

“Can you turn the lights off and still send the signal? Shouldn’t it already be opening?” I growled and tried to pull my arm away from my face. The lights in the room were probably not that bright, but I’d gotten so used to the darkness, and the sudden illumination was causing my eyes to water.

“I don’t know! I can figure it out in ten minutes. I just need to toggle through some of these menus and--”

“We don’t have ten minutes!” Paula shouted. “The light is going to power up the drones!”

“Hmmm. Well, shit. That’s true,” Kasta sighed. “Let me turn them off and then I can try and figure out how to-- uh oh.”

“Uh oh?” Paula and I asked.

“The lights aren’t turning off,” Kasta whispered. “The bunker’s main power is on now, and it needs a password to shut down.”

“How do you know?” I asked.

“I’m looking at a screen that says ‘Type in administrator password to shut down the power grid.’ If Zea was here, she could probably hack this, but I don’t know how to do it.”

“Damn.” I pulled my arm away from my face and managed to get my right eyelid opened a hair. It was painful, but I pried both of my eyes open.

Then I saw one of the bird-drone’s wings twitch.

“We need to get the hell out of here,” I growled.

“I might be able to figure out how to--” Kasta started to say, and I realized that she hadn’t seen the drone move because she was staring at her screen.

“No! The drones are starting to move. We need to go!” I shouted.

“I still can’t see!” Paula screeched.

“I’ve got you.” I slung both of our rifles over my shoulder and scooped her up in my arms. She was still covering her eyes with her hands, but as soon as I lifted her, she buried her face into the armor plates on my chest.

“Go,” I ordered Kasta, who was still frantically pressing buttons on the terminal.

“I can--”

“Now!” I growled, and the android sprang out of her chair. We ran toward the exit of the control room, and I thought that I saw another one of the bird-drones twitch.

Kasta opened the door for me, and I saw her drones exit before I ran out into the hallway with Paula in my arms. The lights out here were a bit brighter than inside of the control room, but I resisted the desire to close my eyelids. My eyes, face, and brain were hurting, but getting ripped apart by a hundred needles would be much more painful.

Two of the bird-drones on the ground made obvious twitching movements.

“Damn,” I growled, and I felt the beast scream to be let free. “How much time do we have until those fuckers are flying?”

“Not enough,” Kasta said.
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Chapter 16

Kasta’s drones beat us to the elevator, but they still had to wait for us to press the button. The android hammered the first-floor button as soon as we stepped inside, but it still felt like the doors took forever to close. The elevator numbers seemed to move impossibly slow, and Paula let out an aggravated sigh.

“Can you see?” I asked her, and the doors to the elevator opened with a buzzing noise.

“Hurts, but yes,” Paula said, and I released my cradle hold so she could stand. “The lights are really damn bright.”

“And they are charging the drones much faster than our flashlights” Kasta commented, and I wondered if the citizens in this bunker turned off the lights to stop the drones from killing them.

We ran out of the elevator, but Paula stumbled a bit, and I had to keep her from tripping. Tears were streaming down her cheeks, and it looked like she was still in discomfort. She kept running though, and we made it to the door that would take us out of Housing block 1A.

“Wait,” Kasta said as I put my hand on the doors to the main hallway of the bunker. “Let me send my drones out.

“Good idea,” I said as I opened the doors wide enough for her small robots to escape.

“Looks clear,” she said after a few moments. “I don’t hear any wings.”

“Let’s move.” I pushed open the door, and we ran until we came to the larger double doors that led out to the room where our car was parked on the elevator.

It was the room with thousands of powerless drones on the ground.

“I’ll send in my recon drones,” Kasta whispered, and I cracked open the door just wide enough to let them fly through. The other room wasn’t as bright as the hallway, and I could see that the bird-drones were still on the ground.

“There are some moving, but they are lethargic,” Kasta said.

“Okay, let’s go in--”

“Wait!” Kasta hissed as she put her hand on my chest. “No. There are some flying. Damn.”

“How many?”

“Ahhh. Ten. They aren’t moving fast. I can get in the car, wait for them to all fly, and then drive over to this door.” Kasta reached for the door handle.

“What if the ones on the ground don’t start flying?” Paula asked.

“I could push them away. They don’t attack me,” Kasta answered.

“They didn’t earlier, but that doesn’t mean they won’t now,” I said.

“They won’t they only--”

“Hey.” Paula pointed behind us, and we all turned to look down the hallway.

There looked to be a flock of bird-drones flying down the hallway toward us. They were still a hundred meters away, so we only had a few seconds to figure out what we were going to do.

“Shit,” Kasta said.

“Take your rifle,” I said as I handed Paula her weapon.

“Can you hold them off while I get the--”

“No, we are running to the car. Move!” I interrupted Kasta by swinging open the door. Both of the women gasped, but then they ran into the room. I followed behind them and then closed the door.

The entire floor of the massive room was twitching like it was made of feathery metal worms. The sight made my heart hammer into my chest, and the car suddenly seemed to be ten kilometers away, instead of just two hundred meters.

“Go,” I hissed, but the women were running ahead of me through the trail that Kasta once cleared.

Some of the drones had twitched onto the path, and the twins stepped over them as they ran. I was less careful though, and I crushed each of the strays under my boot as I jogged. There was a flutter of wings to my right, and I turned to point my rifle at the flock of drones twisting through the air some fifty meters away. Kasta was right, the ones flying did seem rather lethargic, and it seemed like they didn’t know we were here.

Then Paula tripped and fell forward with a cry of panic.

She landed on the path, but her left arm pushed out to catch herself. The woman’s hand plunged into the mass of twitching birds, and I saw one of them twist over and try and sink its needle into her arm. Fortunately, she was wearing the plate armor that attached to our flight suit, and the needle didn’t penetrate. Paula didn’t seem to realize this though, and her urgency to roll away from the drone attacking her arm ended up placing her back on the pile of bird-drones on the other side of the cleared path. Three of the robot monsters there weren’t charged enough to fly, but they wiggled their wings in an effort to stick their needles into her skull.

“Hold still!” I ordered as I kicked the pile of drones at her back away. Then I punched the drone on her arm off and pulled the engineer to her feet. Paula’s blue eyes were opened wide with shock, but she didn’t look injured.

“Thank yo--” she started to say, but four of the drones I saw flapping listlessly through the air were flying toward my friend’s back. I pulled her to my side with my left hand as I yanked my rifle off my back with my right. I almost didn’t have a chance to aim, but I was used to firing this weapon now, and my first burst of bullets tore through the drones as if they were made of paper.

“Go!” I shouted over my second burst of fire. Paula was already moving, and I saw her catch up to her sister out of the corner of my eye.

Unfortunately, a shit ton of the bird-drones was now moving.

They took to the air like a wave of actual birds, and I shot a line of hot bullets through the closest group. I might as well have tried to kill a snowstorm with my rifle. For every drone one of my bullets destroyed, there were three more that almost immediately took to the air. This wasn’t going to work. We just needed to get to the car and pray that they wouldn’t try to attack the metal of the hatch or the tires. I didn’t know how well the armor would actually hold up against the thousands of drones down here.

I strafed sideways through the path as I let loose with another burst of bullets. A slow moving flock of birds was angling toward Paula, and I pivoted my rifle to aim at them. My shots were true, and I killed the six pests before they got within twenty meters of her, but the entire floor of the huge room was now fluttering, and I guess we only had ten or fifteen seconds before the whole flock was in the air.

We were still a good fifty meters away from the car.

The twins were sprinting, but I caught up to them in a few strides. I couldn’t really pass them without wading through the mass of flapping metal birds, but I could punch a few choice bullets into some of the drones that looked like they were about to leap at Paula. The robots started to make their strange bird-like squawking sound, and I wondered if they were all about to take flight.

We still had about twenty-five meters left to go.

“Reloading!” I shouted as I reached toward my belt. Paula and Kasta hadn’t been shooting because they were focusing on sprinting, but as soon as I yelled, they both swung out their rifles and began to fire at the drones on opposite sides of the room. Their motions were so synchronized; it almost looked as if one person performed the movement.

“I’m good! Run!” I shouted as I brought my loaded rifle up to a mass of birds circling the room. There were obviously heading toward us, but they were still a good forty meters away, and another group jumped out at Paula from the other side of the path. The blonde engineer managed to jump clear of their clumsy lunge, and she unleashed a punishing spray of bullets from her rifle as soon as they passed behind her.

A drone slammed into my left shoulder, so I twisted my right arm back and punched it away with the front of my rifle. Another drone got tangled with my legs, but my run tore the robot in half before it could try and stab me. Then one of the machines dove into my back. The impact made me spring forward an extra half meter as I ran, and I guessed that I would have been dead at least three times by now if not for the armor attached to my flight suit.

“I’ll hit the elevator!” Kasta said as she jumped past the car. Paula ran right behind her, and I spun around to unleash a stream of bullets into the twirling mass of drones while she dove into the back seat of the car.

“It’s moving!” Kasta screamed over my bullets, and I took a step back toward the hatch of the egg shaped vehicle.

The lift began to shake under me, but I saw a group of drones angle toward us from the far left side, and I turned to spray them with a healthy dose of rapid fire. Part of me felt as if I was just wasting bullets by firing into the mass of flying robots, but it did seem as if my bullets were keeping them at bay.

Then they all sprung from the ground, took flight, and twisted toward me. I jumped into the car, reached up to grab the hatch, and then yanked the metal down on top of us half a moment before the drones collided. For a good ten seconds, they hammered against the metal lid of our vehicle like a rapid fire sledgehammer. The thick metal sheet we had attached buckled inward a dozen centimeters, and the car felt as if it lifted up on the front and back right wheels, but then the pummeling stopped, and the car bounced back down onto its left wheel.

The three of us let out gasps of relief, and I heard Paula swallow a few gulps of air.

“Anyone hurt?” I asked. I didn’t really think anyone was, but there had been a shit-ton of the drones flying around.

“I got scratched by one on my back,” Paula said as she turned around to show me the injury. There was a thin cut at the base of her neck, but it wasn’t bleeding that much.

“I’ll patch it up.” I reached into one of my pouches and pulled out my small first aid-kit. It was really just a few vials of expanding salts, a spray bottle of disinfectant, and some adrenaline shots. The package was about the size of a shotgun shell, and the women had bought them on Queen’s Hat when they were restocking Persephone.

“Thank you. That actually feels much better,” Paula said after I’d used the spray and then poured a bit of the expanding salt on the cut.

“Is the display for Zea’s drone working yet?” Kasta was sitting in the front seat, and she was staring at the screen on her sister’s wrist.

“Not yet. The elevator probably needs to go-- ahh there we go!” The screen on Paula’s wrist lit up, and I saw the view from the drone that was in the government center with Eve, Commander Tunar-Roz, and the Lith Dae marines.

“You do not need to do this. We want to help the people on this planet,” Eve said, and I saw her raise her hands as two marines pointed their rifles at her. The sight made the animal in my stomach scream, and I had to clench my muscles to keep it from taking control of my body.

“Hey! We did what you wanted! Adam opened the gate to the bunker. You don’t need to--” Zea was screaming through the drone’s speakers, but Tunar-Roz interrupted her.

“Get him on your transponder,” the commander growled.

“Hey. I’m here. What is going on?” I spoke through the transponder.

“Your team lost contact with you,” Tunar-Roz spat. “I thought you had betrayed us.”

“We had to go to the bottom of the bunker. No signal. We are almost at the top now. Heading to the northwest bunker. Why are your men pointing their rifles at my friend?” I asked as calmly as I could.

“As I said, we thought you were betraying us.” The commander waved her arm, and the two marines lowered their rifles away from Eve. I knew our plan was counting on Eve killing the group if things went south, but I still didn’t like the idea of her being involved in a battle without me there to protect her.

“Now you can see that we aren’t,” I said.

“Yes, our ships in orbit have said the northwest bunker doors are open. You are still in the southwest bunker?”

“I’m sending my team into the northwest,” I said carefully. I knew that they had thought about closing the doors of this place to trap us in here.

“How many of your crew do you have heading into the northwest bunker? We see three cars there now, but they haven’t moved inside yet.”

“They are waiting for my order. I’ll tell them to enter soon,” I answered.

“You said you are almost to the top of the bunker?” Tunar-Roz asked, and the tone of her voice was a bit too innocent sounding.

She was definitely going to close the doors on us.

“Adam will be--” Eve started to say, but the Lith Dae commander pointed her pistol at my friend.

“I wasn’t asking you. I was asking your captain.”

“You keep pointing guns at my friend,” I growled. “You’re worried about me betraying you, but I think I should be the one that is worried.”

“You had to have known what we wanted,” Tunar-Roz said. “Unless you are an idiot. Maybe you are since you only sent one woman with us.”

“Please do not do this,” Eve’s voice wasn’t pleading, if anything, her eyes were glowing red, and her voice sounded angry. “You know we are good people that just want to help.”

“Sorry, girl. The strong feed on the weak. We need this planet, and we want your ship. Close the doors on the southeast bunker if you want to live.”

“Too bad,” Eve shook her head and sighed. “I gave you a chance. There is some goodness in you, but I can see it is--”

“Close the damn bunker doors, or I’ll put a bullet in you and figure out how to do it myself!” Tunar-Roz pointed her pistol at Eve again, and my heart leapt into my throat.

Then the screaming started.

Zea’s drone spun around to see the group of marines shooting their rifles into the darkness of the building. Then one of them stumbled back as if something had hit him in the chest.

“It’s on me! Help!” he screamed, but I couldn’t see any drone actually attacking him.

“Get it off him!” Commander Tunar-Roz ordered, and two of the marines jumped to their comrade in an attempt to pry the invisible drone off.

“There are too many of them!” another of the Marine’s screamed as he swung his rifle through the air wildly.

Then he pivoted, and the trail of bullets sprayed into the three marines standing next to him.

The scene erupted into confusion as the armored men started shooting each other. It was obvious from the sound of their terrified screams that they each thought they were being attacked by the drones, but I couldn’t see any visual proof. It was Eve’s illusion magic tricking them, and I realized that I might have been worried about Eve without reason. She was incredibly powerful, and these men never stood a chance.

“You are shooting each other! Stop! Cease fi---” the commander’s words were cut short, and Zea spun the drone around to find Eve’s mouth closed around the other woman’s neck.

Then Tunar-Roz screamed, and it sounded as if she’d just peered into hell and saw her darkest nightmares staring back at her.

The armored woman tried to bring her pistol around, but Eve caught her wrist, and the commander’s arm seemed to slacken almost immediately. Eve’s eyes seemed to pulse a bright crimson as she sucked down her victim's blood, and I could have sworn that the room actually lit up with the color. They seemed to glow brighter as the armored woman’s face paled.

Then Tunar-Roz’s head slumped to the side, and she let out a final whine before she died.

“Yessssssssss,” Eve hissed as she let go of the corpse. For half a second, she didn’t look like the kind woman I loved. Her mouth was covered with blood, her eyes were glowing, and the expression on her beautiful face reminded me too much of the evil creature I had seen in my dream. Almost as soon as I thought about the nightmare, Eve’s face relaxed, and she let out a sigh of relief.

“Uhhh, you okay?” Zea asked through the transponder.

“I am.” Eve turned to look to her side, and the drone spun to show that all the marines were dead.

“Zea, you need to start your back door hack now,” I said. “They are going to be expecting communication from the commander.”

“I was thinking that. I’m hitting it now. Are you three okay? I got worried when we didn’t hear from you.”

“We are fine,” I assured her. “Paula has a small cut, but she’ll be okay. We are safe and riding a lift up to the top floor.”

“Thank the stars,” Zea said with a sigh, and I saw Eve’s shoulders relax.

“We should be up top in…” I looked to Kasta, and she held up two fingers.

“Two minutes. Then we will head to the northwest bunker. It will be another six minutes for us to get there.”

“Okay, so let’s talk a bit more about what you want me to do,” Zea said. “My Trojan Horse will cut their communication systems, but it might look like the ground team just isn’t communicating with them anymore. They won’t really know something is up until they try to talk cross ship.”

“That was the plan,” I said.

“Yeah, but once they do, they might guess it is us and decide to attack. Or maybe they might not. If I turn and run now, they will totally know something is up, and they might talk to one of the other ships and ask them to tail me. Then they will know for sure we fucked them.”

“I have a feeling I know where you are going with this,” I said with a chuckle.

“Yeah. It will be kind of crazy, but I was thinking I just sit here like nothing is wrong. Persephone is still far away from their group. They can launch an attack, but I’ll have plenty of time to get away. Falling back to the other side of the planet will mean that I can’t really swoop down and help you all if you need it.”

“It sounds pretty ballsy,” Paula chuckled.

“It sounds like something Adam would do,” Eve said through the transponder.

“Ha! Yeah. Maybe I think I have nine lives too. Anyways, what do you think, Captain?” the hacker asked.

“I think you are right. Just sit tight. Eve, can you close the hatch to this bunker after we leave? It might buy us a few seconds from their fleet. They might think their commander tried to get it done, but we talked her out of it.”

“Or they might think we killed all of their ground team and we want to make it look like we talked that bitch out of it,” Zea said with a laugh.

“I will shut the door as soon as you tell me, but I will not be able to leave this place until the drones are re-programmed.”

“We’ll work on that next,” I said. “Zea, let us know if the Lith Dae ships do anything.”

“Aye, Captain,” the hacker replied, and I pressed the transponder again to mute our communication.

“Eve really is a vampire?” Paula asked.

“She was sucking blood, so I’d say so,” Kasta replied.

“I was asking Adam.” Paula rolled her eyes.

“Oh, I know. I’m trying to be funny. How was it?” Kasta turned to me.

“It wasn’t very,” Paula said as her face made a sour expression.

“Adam is smiling, though,” Kasta winked at me, and then I actually did laugh.

“See? Androids can be funny,” she said as she joined my laughter.

It felt good to laugh, and a bit of the tension left my shoulders. Paula actually let out a little giggle as well, and I saw some of the panic leave her face. We still weren’t done with this mission, but I was starting to think it was going to work out fine.

Then the lift screeched to a halt.

“I thought we had another minute or two up?” I asked.

“Yes,” Kasta said as she looked at the monitor. Paula and I leaned over the front seat and stared at it also. There were a few bird-drones fluttering around us, but nothing else to see beside the far wall of the massive lift shaft where we rode.

“I think something has caught in the magnetic drive,” Kasta said.

“Something?” I asked.

“Probably a drone,” she answered with a shrug. “Someone is going to have to go out there and dislodge it.”

“Shit,” Paula and I said together.
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Chapter 17

“It should be me,” Kasta said quickly. “They don’t seem to attack me.”

“Ugh. I still hate the idea,” Paula said.

“Adam can open the top a bit, then I’ll crawl out and fix it. Will only be a moment.”

“There is a shitload of them out there.” Paula pointed at the screen. There wasn’t exactly a ‘shitload’ we could see, but there were one or two of the drones fluttering by the forward display every five seconds.

“I’ll be fine. Adam, you ready?” Kasta asked as she leaned into the side of the hatch that opened.

“Yeah, but be careful,” I said as I grabbed the latch. She nodded at me, and then I pushed up the hatch. Kasta slid out like a slithering snake, and I yanked the top down as soon as she was out.

“What do you see?” Paula asked into her transponder as soon as I closed the hatch.

“The ships are still sitting there. I’m watching them,” Zea replied.

“Oh, sorry. I meant Kasta,” Paula said.

“Isn’t she with--”

“Fuck. I see where the drone got stuck. Actually looks like two of them,” the android said.

“Can you pry them out?” I asked.

“What is going on with--” Zea tried to ask.

“It’s gotten sucked under the port.” I heard banging noises. “I’ll need to crawl under the lift and try to get to it.”

“Crawl under?” Paula asked. “Is there a service shaft?”

“Ahhh. No. When I say crawl under, what I really mean is hang from the joists beneath the lip, monkey bar over to the joint where the drone is stuck, and then kick it free with my feet.”

“Fuck,” Zea, Paula, and I said.

“I’ll do it,” I said as I moved toward the hatch of the car.

“No. You can’t go out there. They will tear you apart.” Paula grabbed onto my arm.

“There aren’t actually that many in the shaft,” Kasta said. “All three of us could probably shoot most of them, then Adam could traverse the bottom and kick the blockage free quickly. At least quicker than me. I’m a bit stronger than a human woman, but I’m not as suited to the task as our captain.”

“Grab your gun and let’s go,” I instructed Paula. Her terrified eyes almost convinced me to change my mind, but then she nodded and reached for her weapon.

I flung open the hatch, jumped out onto the elevator, and swung my rifle around. A quick count gave me thirty or so of the drones within the circle of illumination that the car and weapon lights gave us, and I started to pick them out of the sky one by one.

It was actually pretty easy to shoot them. The inside of the elevator shaft wasn’t lit, so I guessed the drones that flew up here were losing power faster than they could gain it. Kasta and Paula began to fire their rifles a few seconds after I did, and we eliminated all of the drones in less than half a minute.

“Shit, I thought this was actually a closed shaft,” I said as I walked to the lip of the lift. There was a good ten meters of space between where the platform of the lift ended and the far wall of the shaft. I stepped to the edge of the platform and looked down. The light from the earlier room where all the bird-drones were looked like just a small dot, and my head started to spin with a surprise flash of vertigo.

It was a long fucking way down, and I didn’t have a parachute to save me if I fell. Even if I did, there would be thousands of bird-drones waiting to tear me apart when I landed.

“Do you see a way to get under from over there?” Kasta asked. “There is a spot near the front of the car, but where you are standing is closer to the center.”

“I think I see one,” I said as I looked closer at the lip. There was a metal bar at the side that looked like it might have been part of a ladder, but there wasn’t another rung for another two meters. I’d have to climb down those two rungs, then I’d actually be able to glance under the metal of the lift to see if there were other bars to grab.

“Take my rifle,” I said to Paula a second before I tossed it to her. Then I took a deep breath, hit the button on my sleeve to turn on the lights of my armor, and jumped onto the first rung.

I moved down the next bar and then reached down to hold onto it. My feet swung free over the abyss, and I peered across the bottom of the lift platform.

“Do you see the drone? It should be right at the magnetic port. I can see it here from the top, but it’s too far away for me to push out.

“I see it!” I called back. I also saw a network of metal “I” beams I could grab onto. None of them were clean holds like the bar I currently grasped, but I wouldn’t fall if my hand pinch strength didn’t give out.

“Is there a clear way?” Paula asked.

“Yeah, I’ll be right back,” I took a few more breaths, tried not to look down, did so anyway, took a few more ragged breaths, and then reached across to pinch the closest beam with my fingers.

I swung free of the side bar and grabbed onto the next beam. My hands were strong, so I wasn’t worried about slipping, but my strength wouldn’t last forever. I needed to hurry the fuck up and kick this drone free of the elevator workings so we could get up.

“What is going on? Did you guys clear the elevator?” Zea asked through my transponder as I swung to the next beam.

“Can you access my drone? It is D-45789.” I heard Kasta say, then I noticed that there was a drone floating next to me.

“Got it. Hey Captain, what are you-- Fucking shit that’s a long ass way down!” Zea shouted through my transponder.

“Not helping!” I growled as I pumped my legs back, threw them forward, and then let go with both my hands. I traveled through the air for two meters and then hooked my fingers into the next beam before I dropped into the abyss.

My entire body was trembling, but I was about halfway there, so I kicked back again and threw myself to the next beam. One more brought me right next to the blockage, and I angled a kick up to try and knock the bird-drone free of the maglev shaft.

“Uhhh, Adam?” I heard Paula ask.

“Yeah?” I grunted as I kicked the drone again. It budged a little, and I guessed I would need to do it a dozen more times to knock it out of the shaft.

“Please hurry,” she said, and there was no mistaking the fear in her voice.

“What’s--” I started to say, but then Zea interrupted me.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck! Hurry! Kick faster!”

“I’m trying to go as fast as I can,” I hissed as I brought my knees up to my chest and kicked both of my boots into the broken robot.

“Go faster! The drones from below are coming!” Paula screamed, and I looked down.

The small dot of light flickered. It was as if there was a wave of water over it, and the light was only passing through as a refraction.

“Shit,” I growled as I kicked the drone again. Then I hit it again, and again, and again, but the blockage wasn’t coming through.

“Hurry!” Zea screamed through my transponder.

“I’m trying!” I shouted back as I kicked the drone again.

“We don’t have that much more time!” I heard Kasta shout.

“Both of you get in the car!” I shouted as I kicked the drone again.

“What about you?” Paula cried.

“Just go!” I kicked the drone again, and a big chunk of it tore off. The elevator lurched upward, and I almost lost my pinch grip on the beams. Then the lift got stuck again, but there was only one more small piece of the drone’s wing left.

“Go back and get in the car. They will pass!” One of the twins called from up above.

“I’ve almost got it!” I shouted as I kicked again. My heart was pounding in my head, and I had to readjust my grip on the beams to keep from slipping off.

“They are almost here! Hurry!”

I kicked again as I screamed, and the last bit of drone tore free of the maglev track. The lift sprung up again, and my left hand slipped off the beam when I was jostled.

“No!” Zea and Paula both screamed, but my right hand maintained its grip, and I was able to reach back up and grab on the beam again with my left fingers.

Then I shifted my hands around one at a time, so I was facing back to the lip, kicked back, and threw myself to the next beam. The lift was moving upward now, so it was much harder to grab onto the hold. I actually almost slipped off the polished metal, and my friends let out another shout.

“I’ll stop the lift!” Kasta shouted.

“No! We don’t have time!” I called back. I didn’t actually want to look down at the approaching bird-drones, but I couldn’t help myself. They were probably three, maybe four hundred meters away, and their twisting forms flashed across the dot of light like a series of never ending shadows.

“Hurry!” Zea urged, and I threw myself to the next beam. My hands and arms were screaming, and I was only able to pinch the last few centimeters of the beam.

“Stop the lift! He almost didn’t make that one!” Zea screamed.

“No! I’m fine,” I growled as I threw myself forward again. I floated through space for half a moment, but the last almost miss had added extra strength to my body, and I caught this last beam easily.

“One more! Huhh!” I grunted as I tossed myself forward and wrapped my left arm around the lip of the lift platform. I knew the ladder bar was there, but I let out a mental sigh of relief when my hand touched the bar.

I could hear the wings flapping beneath me.

“Get up!” Kasta shouted, but I was already up on top of the lift and running toward the car’s open hatch. Kasta ran with me, and we both jumped inside while I grabbed the handle. It was closed half a second later, and the android and I collapsed together on the front seat of the car.

“You all almost died,” Zea groaned. “For real. One more second and they would have been on you.”

“Hmmm. They really are attracted by sounds,” Paula said.

“You didn’t know that by the code?” I asked after I inhaled a few grateful breaths.

“It was a lot of code to parse. I was more concerned by how they communicated with each other and their overall directives instead of their sensory protocols.”

“You’re such a stud. You saved us with your muscles. It was really hot,” Kasta whispered, and her arms slid up the armor of my chest to circle my neck.

“Kasta,” Paula sighed.

“Just being honest. I’m rather turned on right now.” The android bit her lower lip, and her eyes searched my face.

“We are working.” I pried her hands free of my neck and then crawled back into the seat next to Paula.

“Awww,” Kasta signed.

“You are going to get us kicked off Persephone,” Paula said.

“No. Adam likes us too much. I can tell.”

“I’m not worried about Adam kicking us off,” Paula said.

“Eve and Zea like us also. They seem to be okay with sharing him so--”

“Hey,” the hacker spat through our transponders. “Can you all focus on the mission?”

“Oh, sorry,” Kasta said, and her face actually did seem apologetic. “I’m just happy we are all alive. Feels like we keep narrowly avoiding death.

“Welcome to Persephone,” Zea said with a little laugh. “How soon until you are up top?”

“In a few seconds,” Kasta answered, and I felt the left start to slow down some.

“How are the Lith Dae ships?” I asked.

“They are still sitting there. They probably don’t know anything is wrong. Once you leave the bunker, and the doors close, they might ask Commander Tunar-Roz for an update. Then things might get prickly.”

The lift stopped moving, and the car began to roll forward. It picked up a bit of speed before it reached the doors to the bunker, and it actually caught some air when it slid off a curb. The rear tires broke free of the asphalt when Kasta, turned on the street, and Paula let out a surprised yelp.

“Zea and Eve, we are out of the bunker,” Kasta said across the transponder. “Heading northwest.”

“I will close the doors,” Eve said.

“The Lith Dae ships still haven’t moved. I’ll hold Persephone’s position,” Zea said.

“Keep us updated,” I ordered.

“I can send the two cars into the northwest bunker while I drive these. Do you want me to?”

“You’ll see what they see?” I asked.

“Yes, and Paula can put it up on her wrist screen. It is a bit hard for me to concentrate with all six of them. So I’m going to close my eyes for a bit, and I won’t talk much.”

“Send them in,” I said as I leaned over to Paula. She made a few motions on her screen, and then she turned her arm so that we could both see the front view out of the cars moving into the bunker.

“It’s dark inside,” I said to state the obvious.

“Just like the southeast bunker. I hope the drones didn’t get in there.”

We watched the view from one of the cars inside the bunker for a few more minutes, and then it stopped in front of a lift control.

“I stopped driving them,” Kasta said as she sat up in her chair. “We’ll have to go down the lift. We will be there in a few minutes. As she spoke, the speed of our car picked up some more.

“How much longer?” I asked.

“We are almost there. Just another minute and a half,” Kasta answered.

“Zea?” I asked.

“No movement,” the hacker replied. “Oh wait! I see them launching a shuttle. Shit, what do you want me to do?”

“Let us know where it is heading,” I asked.

“It’s either going for you or Eve. My money is on you,” Zea answered.

“Do you have scanners on the shuttle? How many marines do you think it can carry?”

“Hmmm. It’s the same size as the other ones they sent.”

“Shit,” I said. I hadn’t paid much attention to the shuttle Captain Renalta and his commander landed when they met with us, but I guessed it could hold about forty marines if they all packed inside.

“That sounds ominous,” Paula whispered.

“We could be in for a fight,” I said. “Against a bunch of marines.”

“They will still have to get through the drones,” Paula said.

“Unless they fly their shuttle right inside of the open bunker doors,” Kasta said. “Then they will only have to worry about the drones that come in through the door. There will still be some, but not as many as if they were in the open street.”

“They are entering the atmosphere,” Zea said.

“How much longer?” I asked Kasta.

“Less than a minute,” she answered.

“I think they are going to get there a few minutes after you,” Zea said.

“So we should have enough time to take the lift down. Then we can find the terminal and upload the drone program.” I pulled the magazine out of my rifle and replaced it with a fresh one as I spoke.

“What about getting back out? Won’t they all be waiting for us?” Paula asked.

“One problem at a time,” I replied.
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Chapter 18

Kasta drove the car into the bunker with a screech of tires and then skidded to a halt on top of the lift platform. I was ready with the hatch, and I pushed it up before the car settled back on its wheels. Three seconds later she had hit the correct buttons on the control panel, and she dove back into the car. The lift started to descend right after I slammed shut the hatch, and the three of us let out another grateful sigh.

“I didn’t see any drones out there other than mine,” Kasta said.

“We didn’t see any on the ground floor of the last bunker either,” Paula reminded her.

“I hope everyone in this bunker is okay. I know we found corpses in the southeast one, but there wasn’t a lot of them. I wonder if people evacuated to this one instead?”

“We’ll find out in a few minutes,” I said.

“What happens if they try to call the elevator up and you haven’t hit the bottom yet?” Zea asked.

“Uhhhh. I really don’t know,” Kasta said. “Maybe I should go back out there?”

“Zea, how long do they have until they reach us?” I asked.

“Maybe another minute. Of course, they could be coming for Eve.”

“I will be prepared in case,” the vampire woman replied calmly.

“How likely will it be for them to fly the shuttle into the bunker, land, and then immediately run to the lift control? I think we have another minute, or maybe even two after they get here,” I said.

“You… such... optimist,” Zea said.

“We are losing her,” Paula groaned.

“You… losing?” the hacker asked.

“We aren’t going to know for sure if they are coming after Eve or us,” Kasta said.

“We’ll focus on what we can control. We’ll upload the new drone program, and then take out the Lith Dae marines.”

“How many do you think they will send?” Paula asked, and the fear in her voice was apparent.

“Doesn’t matter. I’ll take care of them,” I growled, and the beast in my stomach grumbled in agreement.

“What if there are ten of them?” Kasta asked with concern, and I almost laughed.

There would be a lot more than ten.

“I’ll deal with it. I need you two to focus on uploading the new code. Follow my orders exactly. Got it?”

They both nodded, and no one said anything else. We just waited for the lift to stop, indicating that it had hit the bottom, or the lift to pause and reverse direction.

“We should be close to the--” Kasta started to say, but the forward display cleared the last part of the elevator shaft, and the screen showed a large room similar in size to the second floor of the southeast bunker where all the bird-drones had lost their power.

Only this room was lit, and instead of the bird-drones, there were a good fifty men and women with weapons pointed at us. Most of the guns looked to be rifles, but Paula quickly accessed one of the dragonfly drones, and I could see a few of the gathered people held rocket launchers. One of them even looked to have a plasma rifle. The weapon would turn our car into a lump of coal in three seconds.

The drone picked up one of the men shouting, but I couldn’t understand the language.

“He is saying not to make any sudden driving movements, or they will kill us,” Kasta translated.

“Tell him we want to fix the drones and that Lith Dae is on their way,” I said as calmly as I could.

“Can’t without opening the hatch,” the android said with a shrug. “I didn’t put speakers on any of these cars.

“I’ll open the--” I started to say.

“Wait! They will shoot unless we do what they say!” Kasta raised a finger up and then listened to the shouting man. She nodded and then slowly lowered her finger.

“What did he say?” Paula asked after the man stopped speaking.

“He wants us to stay in the car and not move. They will send men up here to open our hatch.”

“Okay, as soon as they open the hatch you’ll tell them that--” the lift started to move upward, and my words caught in my throat as if someone had punched me in the esophagus.

“Shit!” Paula and Kasta both screamed.

“Drive!” I ordered.

“They will shoot us!” the android screamed back.

“Lith Dae will shoot us. Just go!” I ordered, and Kasta commanded the car to accelerate forward off the lift.

The twins screamed as we dove nose first toward the ground. It was hard to tell exactly how high we were from the monitor, but the feeling of weightlessness lasted for much longer than I expected.

Then we smashed into the ground like a dropped can of soda.

I wrapped my arms around Paula shielding her from some of the impacts, but I couldn’t reach Kasta, and the android collided with the front dashboard of the car. My head smacked against the back of her seat, but it was made of a padded cloth, and it didn’t do any damage.

“Kasta, are you okay?” I asked as soon as the car fell over sideways and laid still for a few moments. I was a bit surprised no one shot the car full of bullets, or rockets, or plasma, but that was the chance I took when I told her to drive off the lift.

“Yeah,” she said with a cough. “Wish I would have left the steering wheel on, or buckled my seat belt. I’m going to need a back and front rub.” I realized that her cough was actually a laugh. “Will you take care of me if we get out of this--”

The screaming picked up again, and Kasta stopped talking so she could listen to them speak.

“They are rather upset,” she said with a sigh.

“They are coming toward the car,” Paula hissed as she held up her wrist. Sure enough, the group of armed men and women were carefully moving toward our flipped over vehicle with their weapons raised. A woman glanced up, noticed the drone, and she shouted at her friends.

“Shit,” Kasta said, and my view through Paula’s wrist went topsy-turvy as they all started shooting. Then my view cleared at it looked like she had flown the drone up into the wide shaft of the lift.

“They don’t seem to be very accurate with their weapons,” Paula whispered. The car was laying on its right side, and her back was pressed against my armored chest. I still had my arms around her from when we fell, and I let go so that we could position ourselves less intimately.

“Or I’m just great at flying drones?” Kasta asked.

“How many drones do you have here?” I asked.

“Three. They are all in the shaft now. I can still kind of hear them shouting even though we can’t see them. They are approaching the car. Get ready.” Kasta held her hand out to her ear as if she was trying to listen to something in the distance. I was sure the movement was just theatrics since she was able to fly the drones with only the hardware inside of her skull.

I heard shouting outside of the car, and then we were lifted off the ground and pushed back on our wheels. Paula let out a yelp when we all fell back into our seats, but I wasn’t that surprised by the movement. I knew what would follow, and I didn’t flinch when there was a sharp pounding sound on the hatch.

“They want us to open it. Hands in the air,” Paula translated.

“I’ll get it. You all put your hands up,” I ordered as I reached for the hatch handle. Then I yanked it open and pushed the hatch up while I stood.

I hated having guns shoved in my face, but there was something even more annoying about receiving threats from people I was trying to help. As soon as I lifted the car hatch, there were half a dozen gun barrels shoved in my face, and even more people screaming at me. The beast in my stomach screamed to be released so he could kill all of them, and I closed my eyes so I could focus on pushing him down into my stomach.

I heard Kasta yell at them, and the armed citizens yelled back, and I cracked open my eyes to see them drag the twins out of the car. The sight made the beast roar up to my chest, and I took four deep breaths to keep from shifting.

I had no idea what anyone was saying, but I did hear “Lith Dae” come out of Kasta’s mouth too many times to count. Then I felt hands grab my shoulders. I relaxed my body and let them pull me out of the car. I kept my eyes closed and tried to think about the oceans of Earth. The shouting between Kasta and our captors seemed to intensify though, and I heard Paula yelp with pain.

I opened my eyes and saw that they had forced her to her knees. One of the men held a gun to the back of her head, and a woman was screaming in Paula’s face. The sight made me unbelievably angry, and I felt my spine start to tingle in my lower back. Shit. I couldn’t shift now. These people were just scared. If I turned into my tiger-man form, they would really freak the fuck out, and I’d probably end up killing all of them.

“Please,” I whispered. I didn’t know who I was pleading with. The beast inside of me didn’t give a fuck about killing innocents, it saw them threaten two women that were part of his pride and was going berserk. Maybe I was pleading with myself. I just needed to hold on for a few more minutes, I couldn’t change now.

The shouting suddenly stopped, and I heard Kasta speak for about half a minute. It actually sounded as if they were listening to her instead of yelling, but my body was on the cusp of transformation, and anything could knock me over the edge.

It was getting harder to hold back my shifts, and I didn’t like the realization. I’d noticed a bit of it in Queen’s Hat. It had been too easy to shift, and it had been too hard to change back. I’d also stayed in my weretiger form for longer than I ever had, and the beast almost changed me into a full tiger.

“They are starting to believe me.” Kasta’s words pulled my mind away from thoughts about my shifting, and I slowly opened my eyes. The men and women were still pointing their weapons at us, but they looked less tense than when they first pulled us from the car half a minute ago.

“They think we are working for Lith Dae, but I’m telling them the story,” Kasta said to me before she started speaking in Russian again. I saw a few of the citizens start to nod, and the motion drew my attention to their faces. They were all very skinny. Not as skinny as Jatal’s people were when we returned with our massive shipment of food, but it was apparent that the citizens in this bunker weren’t eating more than a few hundred calories every day.

A group of men was looking through our car, and I saw them yank our rifles out, and toss them at the feet of a man who did most of the talking with Kasta. He was a bear-looking man, with a long black beard speckled with gray. He looked down at our rifles, shook his head a bit, and then picked mine up. He asked Kasta a question, and she turned to me.

“He wants to know how your rifle works.”

“It shoots any caliber bullet. The barrel and firing systems adjust so it won’t have a failure to feed or a failure to eject. Did you tell him that Lith Dae is sending a bunch of marines down the lift and we don’t have a lot of time? We need to upload that drone code.”

“I keep telling him. As I said, they are having a problem believing me.”

“They aren’t going to have a chance to change their minds when Lith Dae’s marines drop down the lift.”

“I will tell them again,” Kasta said and then she spoke to the burly man. He glanced down at the rifle, over at me, and then I saw his eyes drift up to the shaft where the lift was.

The man turned to me. Our eyes met, and we stared at each other for a good fifteen seconds. Then he nodded at me and barked an order to the others. They lowered their guns and helped us to our feet, but they didn’t give us back our rifles.

“Do your cars up top have a visual on Lith Dae?” I asked Kasta.

“Too far,” she said as she shook her head. “I didn’t see them land, we were already out of range.”

The burly man said something to Kasta, and she gestured to me and the lift while she spoke to him.

“How many more minutes until they make it down?” I asked.

“The lift will reach the top in another minute,” she said.

“Do they have anything else we can use for cover?” I asked as I looked around the massive room. Besides our ruined car, the space was empty.

Kasta asked the man, and he shook his head. Then he pointed up the lift and back toward the double doors leading out of the place.

“He thinks they can hold them off at the doors there while others take us to the terminal that controls the drones,” Kasta translated.

“Hmmm,” I said as I looked at the far doors. If this bunker were laid out similar to the southeast one, which would lead to the major hallway of the living areas.

“Ask him if any of his people have explosives that can be remotely detonated.”

“Okay,” Kasta said to me before she turned to the other man. She asked the question, and he nodded. Then he barked an order, and one of his men stepped up to him. That man was carrying the rocket launcher, and he opened his vest to expose blocks of what looked like explosive plaster.

“Does the car still drive?” I asked Kasta.

“I think so,” she said. “But I’m not going to move it now. It might scare them.”

“Tell them to move the car over here,” I said as I pointed toward the door. Then I pointed at the burly leader and made a motion for the car to move. I beckoned for them all to follow me, and I walked toward the double doors leading to the main area of the bunker.

“Set it here,” I said as I pointed at a spot some fifteen meters from the doors.

The other man started speaking, and Kasta nodded.

“He likes the idea. They will run here for cover, then his team can blow up the car at the opportune time.”

“Yeah, but tell him they might have their own vehicle. Their shuttlecraft is large, so we don’t know what’s going to come down the lift. We need to get to the drone control terminal as soon as we can so we can upload the code and then help them defend.”

Kasta translated, and the man barked another order. A bunch of his men ran to the car and started to push it toward the spot I had marked while the one with the explosives started peeling the plaster out from behind his vest.

“He wants us to follow him,” Kasta said after the burly man spoke to her. I nodded, and we all jogged toward the double doors. Two of his soldiers went with him, both women, and they carried our rifles over their shoulders.

We pushed through the double doors and ran down the long hallway. I expected him to make the first turn where Housing block 1A was in the southeast bunker, but the trio ran past the hallway.

“There isn’t anyone around,” Paula said after we jogged down the corridor for another minute. Kasta spoke to the three in front of us, and one of the women answered with a curt sentence.

“An alarm sounded when the bunker doors opened, and they thought it was Lith Dae, everyone is taking refuge on lower floors.” As soon as Kasta finished speaking, we rounded a corner, and there were thirty armored guards waiting behind a barricade. The big man shouted out an order, and the wall of armored bodies parted to let us through.

We ran through more empty hallways, turned two more corners, and then came to an open common area that looked as if it could function as a cafeteria or an auditorium. There was another group of soldiers here, and they let us through after the leader shouted at them.

Then we were at an elevator, and one of the women who accompanied us pressed the button to call the car.

“What’s his name?” I asked Kasta.

The android turned to the three and introduced us, and then they replied with their names. The large man was named Yegor, and the women were Varya and Svetlana. The elevator doors opened as soon as they finished introducing themselves, and the six of us stepped inside the car.

“How many people do they have down here? Is this the only bunker where people retreated to? Did you tell him we went to the southeast bunker?” I asked Kasta.

“I’ll see if they will tell me. They seem to like us a little more now that you told them to blow up our car.” Kasta turned to the trio and began to speak in the unfamiliar language.

“There are around six hundred thousand in this bunker,” Kasta said.

“That’s a lot of people,” Paula said with gasp.

“He said they have been in communication with the northeast bunker. They were never in communication with the southeast bunker, but the southwest bunker lost contact with them four months ago. He said they were leaving during the day to try and get supplies. The leadership thinks Lith Dae or the drones must have gotten in.”

“Was that the bunker we found the note directing us to Faddy’s place?” Paula asked.

“Yes, I told him it was closed when we explored the city a few days ago. Both of the north bunkers decided not to go topside. They are running out of food though, and the people are starting to riot. If we can really fix the drones, they will be very thankful. They also have a way to send word to the other bunkers on the planet, but they kept radio silence on the channel because they didn’t want Lith Dae overhearing anything.”

“Good. They might be able to send word now, and Lith Dae won’t know because Zea broke their communication systems.”

“That was what I was thinking too,” Kasta said with a nod. “They might not believe me if I tell them though. They don’t seem very computer savvy.”

“Don’t they have any programmers here who could have figured out the code to the drones?” I asked. “They are sitting on it here.”

Kasta turned to ask Yegor the question, and she nodded at his response before translating for me. “They have computer engineers, but they are used to civil works. The code they got for the drones was from Lith Dae, and they haven’t been able to figure out how to edit it yet.”

“I can see that,” said Paula. “Zea had to help me break it open in the first place, and it took me a bit to figure out all the moving parts. If they have never worked with drones before, or don’t have a hacker, it would probably be impossible.”

One of the women, Varya, spoke to Kasta. My friend answered, and then Yegor made a sharp comment as he shook his head. The two turned to talk to each other, and I waited for Kasta to update me.

“She asked us how many ships we came with and how many Lith Dae had. I told them they had six to our one ship. Yegor told her to worry about it later, and it wasn’t our problem. He just really wants us to fix the drones. They have been living in terror for many years.”

“That is what we will do,” I said as I nodded at Yegor. His cold eyes met mine again, and he returned my nod.

“I have bad news,” Kasta said. “The lift has just lowered. I left my drones out there. Lith Dae has a small armored vehicle. I couldn’t get an exact count on the marines before they shot my drones down, but there are at least eight of them.”

“Shit,” I said. “We’ll come back and help as soon as we deploy the code.”

The elevator door opened, and we followed Yegor, Varya, and Svetlana out down the hallway. There were more armored men and women in the corridors here, but the weapons were looking a little shabbier. Some of the guards even carried bolt action rifles that looked like something pulled out of a museum. I guessed the planet never really had any major military conflict, and the military weapons I saw so far were probably tools they traded when other ships visited the planet. These guns looked like they were hunting tools.

Yegor pointed us to a room, and we walked inside. This was a command center about half the size of the room we used in the southeast bunker, but this place was filled with a dozen techs watching terminal screens. There was a tall woman sitting in a chair in the center of the room, and she rose to meet Yegor.

“This is the leader of the bunker. Her name is Alava,” Kasta said, and the woman nodded to us.

Alava looked to be in her mid-fifties in Earth years, but it was always hard to tell for sure on off worlds. She could have been twenty, or a hundred. Her hair was black with a few streaks of gray. Her face was a diamond shape and her features sharp. She nodded to us and then gestured to the terminal where she sat. Then she said a few words to Kasta, and my friend nodded.

“This is where they want us to update the code,” the android said.

“That’s me,” Paula said as she pulled the data fob from her belt. Then she sat down in Alva’s chair and plugged the device into one of the ports there.

Yegor started speaking to Kasta, but his eyes were on me the entire time he spoke to her. Kasta nodded at his words, and then she pointed to Paula and said a short sentence.

“What did he say?” I asked.

“The usual. If this doesn’t do what I said it would do, he’ll kill us.”

“Oh great, no pressure,” Paula groaned.

“You’ll do fine. You are a genius with drones and programming,” I said.

“Thanks, Adam. I’ll make it work.” Paula gave me a quick smile and then she started to type on the computer’s keyboard.

The entire room was standing around us now, and everyone seemed to be holding their breath as the beautiful engineer worked. Five minutes passed, and I saw a drop of perspiration form on her smooth forehead. Her face was a blank canvas of concentration, but I noticed Yegor cross his arms and frown.

Another few minutes passed. It was obvious Paula was working because her fingers were moving across the control of the terminal, and the screens were changing, but I could tell the burly man was getting a bit impatient. Alava was the other power in the room, and a quick glance at her face convinced me that she didn’t share any of her comrade’s annoyance.

For now. Who knows what she would do in another five minutes.

Then Paula let out a shout of joy, threw her arms up in the air, and leaned back in her chair.

“It’s done! They took the code!” she shouted.

Kasta didn’t need to translate, two of the techs leaned in over Paula’s shoulder, looked at the graphical display there, and then grins split their faces.

The rest of the room erupted into a cheer.

“It’s not going to be instant. They will have to wait for all the drones to go around the planet and then return,” Paula said to her sister as Yegor hugged her.

“I’ll explain,” Kasta said. She was being hugged by Svetlana and another man. They were actually crying with joy, and their emotions seemed to have caught the android woman a bit by surprise.

Varya gave me a hug, and Alava shook my hand while someone else patted me on the back. I heard Kasta trying to explain to them that they still needed to wait, but I don’t think any of the citizens cared. Waiting a few hours was nothing when compared to how many days they had been stuck in the bunker.

Then we heard the gunshots, and the crowd’s celebration skidded to a halt.

“Give me my rifle,” I said to Yegor as I held out my hand. “There is more work to do before you are free of Lith Dae.”

The man didn’t need Kasta to translate. He just nodded, gave me my weapon, and gestured for his companions to give the twins back their guns. Then I turned toward the exit door of the command center and prepared myself to kill a bunch of these Lith Dae assholes.
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Chapter 19

The hallway outside the command center door was clear of enemies and allies, so I paused for a second to get my bearings, then I heard a blast of gunfire to my left, and I jogged in that direction.

“Ugh. Wish I had a drone,” Kasta said from behind me.

“I want you both to stay way back,” I said. “These will be trained marines. They will be able to put a bullet through a fingernail at two hundred meters.”

“Got it,” Kasta said.

“You can’t do everything by yourself. We want to help you,” Paula said, and I glanced over my shoulder as I ran. The woman’s blue eyes were big, and I could smell the fear coming from her body.

Her words were sincere though, and I recalled first meeting them on Queen’s Hat. I had thought of them as arm candy for Byron, but I’d been so wrong. They were both amazing women, and I felt my stomach flip flop when I realized how fortunate I was to have them both with us on Persephone.

“I haven’t done everything by myself. You both have done more than I have this mission. You fixed the code for the drones, and your sister built all the cars that we used so far. Each of us has our specialty, and I’m good at shooting people with guns. I might need your help, but you have to let me do the heavy lifting. Stay far behind me.”

The twins nodded, and I turned to continue my run down the hallway. The sounds of gunfire were getting closer, and I realized the Lith Dae troops were probably at the center auditorium room we ran through a bit earlier. I was surprised that they made it down here so quickly. We had passed at least thirty other hallways, then taken an elevator down, and then passed another dozen doors to reach this place. Even if Lith Dae had sent two hundred marines down here, there was no way they could have split up and gotten this exact trail correct.

They knew where they were going, and the thought wasn’t comforting.

I turned the last corner and saw the back part of the main room. The Uraniel natives were taking cover behind a bunker they set up, and I saw a stream of bullets pelt the concrete walls they hid behind. The hallway where I emerged was kitty corner to the line of skirmish, so I figured I would have a few seconds to get some shots off before the Lith Dae marines could return fire. I flipped the safety off on my rifle, glanced down to make sure the power meter was still close to full, and then moved to dash to the corner. A strong hand closed over my shoulder before I could move, and I glanced over to see Yegor standing next to me. The big man held a rifle in his left hand, but he carried a grenade launcher in his right, and he passed the weapon to me.

“Big boom,” he said with a wide and slightly insane smile.

I was starting to like this guy.

“Fuck yeah.” I grinned at the bearded man, flipped the safety of my rifle back on, and then tossed it back over my shoulder as I grabbed the grenade launcher from him. I must have used hundreds of different firearms in the course of my career, and the grip to this beast felt very comfortable in my hands.

I darted to the corner and heard Yegor’s heavy footfalls behind me. The beast in my stomach wanted to be released. It wanted to rip, tear, maul, and bite my enemies. It wanted to crush them under my boots and turn them into liquid with a spray of bullets. Letting the beast free would be a bad idea, so I pushed it back down into the dark recess of my stomach. I doubted these people would be comfortable with a tiger-man running around near them without some sort of long winded explanation that would need to be translated.

I poked out from the corner and pointed my grenade launcher. Then I let out a grunt and ducked back around before I thought any of them noticed me.

The Lith Dae marines were actually using a single battle drone as a vanguard to their assault. It was a good three meters tall, shaped vaguely like a man, and carried a heavy caliber assault rifle in one hand and a half-melted shield in the other. The marines were taking cover behind the hulking drone, and the bullets from the Uraniel guards were just bouncing off the armor as if they were made of glass.

These Lith Dae assholes had a moveable barrier that could shoot back at opponents. It was no wonder they were able to tear through the bunker to get here so fast. It still didn’t explain how they knew to go in this direction, but I could worry about it after I killed them all.

How would I kill them all? My new grenade launcher would make short work of the marines taking cover behind the drone, but they were positioned in a way that would make it very difficult to hit them, and I doubted my rounds would do more than tickle the robot. The melted shield it carried probably got that way by blocking the fire from the plasma rifle the guard up on the second floor had carried.

The easiest way to kill a drone was to kill its pilot, and I suspected the controller was positioned some ten meters behind the group of marines I saw. He or she probably had a pair of marines guarding them. If I wanted to get the controller, I was going to have to run past the drone, the group of eight marines, and then the two or three more marines who might be around the corner.

“Do you have a smoke grenade?” I turned and hissed to Yegor. He didn’t understand me of course, so I made a shape with my hand as if I was holding an apple, then I bit an imaginary pin, spit it out, and tossed it through the air. The man nodded with understanding, and then he pointed at my grenade launcher.

“No, smoke.” I looked down the hallway to where the twins were taking cover with Varya and Svetlana. I motioned for Kasta to run forward, and I pointed to Yegor. “I need smoke grenades.”

“Got it,” she turned to the bearded man and explained. He shook his head, but then pointed to the group of his guards in the room. They were still pinned down under heavy fire.

“He said they have some smoke grenades, but they aren’t going to be able to pop up and throw them,” Kast explained after he spoke.

“I’ll pop out, pepper the drone with this,” I said as I looked down at the grenade launcher, “and then his soldiers can throw their grenades. Then I’m going to run past the drone and kill the pilot.”

“Uhhh. That sounds all sorts of crazy,” Kasta said with a frown.

“Tell him. We don’t have more than ten seconds to make this work or all of his guards are going to die back there.”

Kasta shook her head, but she turned to tell the big man my plan. Yegor nodded when she finished, put his left hand on my shoulder, nodded at me, and then he said a few words to Kasta. She laughed, spoke a quick sentence in return, and then smirked at me.

“Oh sorry, I shouldn’t be laughing,” she said. “He said that it is no wonder that you have twins as lovers; you must have the biggest penis and pair of balls in the Milky Way.”

“Go back down the hallway. I don’t want you to get hurt,” I said as I turned back toward the corner.

“I told him you actually have two other women as well. He’s very impressed.”

“Kasta!” I growled as I raised the grenade launcher.

“I’m going!” she shouted, but I only have her two seconds before I leaned out from behind the wall with my grenade launcher.

I yanked on the trigger four times as fast as I could. The weapon made the beautiful thwunk sound as it bucked in my hand, and I twisted back around the corner as soon as the chain of explosions and screams crashed through the room.

“Smoke grenade!” I shouted at Yegor as the drone turned its attention to our corner and sent a flurry of bullets into the stone wall.

He bellowed an order out into the large room, and I turned my eyes to see how the guards responded. Three men obeyed the command instantly, and they moved to toss the cylinder grenades at the shield-drone. Two of them did a great toss, but the third got pegged in the arm by a bullet, and his grenade landed in the middle of the field of battle. It would still work.

I just needed to wait a few seconds for the smoke to fill the room. Even then, I was taking a huge risk here. The drone might have thermal vision settings that it would activate when there was smoke in the room. It was a good thirty meters from my position and the hallway where the Lith Dae marines were. I could run really damn fast in my human form, but it was plenty of time for the pilot to get a bead on me and fill me with scores of bullets.

But if I shifted, I’d move like stripped lighting, and I could tear through the men on the other side of the drone before they even knew I was there.

The beast screamed an agreement that coursed through my soul. It filled my muscles with strength. It filled my bones with steel, and it filled my mind with a hunter’s cunning intelligence.

I didn’t fight its power. I knew my shift would probably scare the fuck out of Yegor and his men, but the probability of my death was too high. I needed the monster’s power now if we were all going to live.

The shift happened almost instantaneously. It felt as if one second I was a human, and the next my spine was screaming as new discs formed, I was spitting out my human teeth, and my eyes had shifted to the new spectrum. The shift normally took me twenty-ish seconds of agony, but the last few times were much quicker, and this was the quickest yet.

Yegor was staring at me with panicked eyes, but I handed him the grenade launcher, hoisted my rifle, turned the safety off, and sprinted around the corner before he could think about screaming. Then I was running through the smoke toward a massive robot.

The drone’s gun was spitting bullets at my corner, but I’d jumped out on the inside of the weapon’s stream, and the robot tried to adjust its aim as I sprinted toward it. For a few moments, everything seemed to move in slow motion as the thing’s arm shifted to point at me. Smoke swirled around both of us, and I knew that if I were a fraction of a second too slow, I would catch a large bullet right in the tiger-face.

But I wasn’t a fraction of a second too slow. I was the wind. I was the light. I was faster than the bullets and the most powerful hunter these humans had ever seen.

I threw myself on the ground as soon as I made it to the drone. My body carried a ridiculous amount of momentum, and the armor on my ass, legs, and back coasted across the smooth floor of the hallway as if I was coated in grease.

The slide carried me under and through the robot’s legs, and I aimed my rifle up toward the marines on the other side. A pair of the men were down, probably because of my grenade launcher, but six of them were still standing.

They didn’t expect the sudden appearance of a giant tiger-man carrying a rifle, and the surprise gave me a few extra seconds of initiative on the group. It was all I needed, and I squeezed the trigger of my rifle a fraction of a moment after I switched it to full-auto mode.

I would have preferred my shotgun for moments like this, but the rifle’s mixed bullets still tore through the faces of the marines I aimed at. Blood, metal, and brain sprayed across the wall behind my enemies, and their bodies hit the floor before my slide stopped.

I rolled to my left and swung my rifle around to point down the corner hallway. The drone pilot was some twenty meters down in that direction, and she was surrounded by a group of four marines. The pilot was screaming something, probably that I had slid past her, but I couldn’t tell for sure because my rifle was spraying bullets.

One of my rounds tagged the marine in the front left in the chest, and his torso twisted around to his right. Two of my bullets hit another marine in the chin, and her skull seemed to implode inside of her helmet. The third marine took a bullet to the stomach. I thought his armor would have protected him, but my rifle was shooting inconsistent rounds, and this bullet cut through the armor as if it was made out of papier-mâché.

The last marine actually got a shot off at me, but I was still sliding on my back, so the burst of fire went high over my body. My bullets caught him in the head, and they punched through his armored visor like it was made of ice.

My rifle beeped to let me know the magazine was empty, but I was already on my feet and running toward the pilot. The first marine wasn’t dead, and I doubted the one with a hole in his stomach was either. I really didn’t have time to reload the rifle, so I dropped the weapon onto its sling and yanked my giant chrome revolver out of my chest strap.

The first marine was twisting back around in an attempt to aim his carbine at me, but I was just a hair faster with the draw of my revolver, and the thumb sized bullet left my gun with the sound of a Norse god shouting. The man’s armor had stopped my rifle round easily, but the revolver slug shattered the metal plate like it was made of ceramic, and half of the man’s chest exploded out his back and onto the drone pilot who stood behind him.

The other marine that I guessed was still alive hadn’t gotten up from the ground. I fired another revolver bullet into his chest, and then I pushed the barrel of my weapon into the throat of the drone pilot. She wore a pair of goggles and controllers strapped to her hands, but I guessed she had a view of the normal world through her drone goggles.

“Take off the controls,” I growled.

“Please don’t kill me,” she whined.

“I won’t ask a third time. I can take them off your corpse,” I said as I cocked the hammer of the massive revolver. It was an unneeded movement since the weapon was double action, and would fire with only a trigger pull, but the click of the hammer added a dramatic sound that had an effect on the woman.

“Okay,” she gasped as she pulled the controllers off her hands. “Please don’t kill me.”

“Clear!” I shouted back down the hallway as soon as the woman pulled off her visor. She looked young, maybe a few years younger than Zea, and I guessed her to be about sixteen Earth years.

“How many more of you are there down here?” I asked her.

“There is another drone group with ten marines,” she answered quickly.

“Where?” I asked, and I saw Yegor, Varya, Svetlana, Paula, Kasta, and a group of guards come around the corner.

“They are guarding the elevator so we don’t get trapped down here,” she answered.

“What was your purpose in coming down here?”

“We were supposed to kill everyone and upload the new drone software.” The girl’s bottom lip trembled as she spoke.

“How did you find us so fast?” I asked.

“The squad commander said we gave you a phony map. We had the real one that knew where the transmission rooms were located.”

Kasta started to speak in Russian, but I interrupted her, “don’t translate this.”

“Uhh, why?” she asked.

“They will probably kill her,” I said as I nodded to the drone pilot. The girl let out a horrified gasp, and she started to cry.

“Maybe she deserves to die,” the android said with a shrug. “Her drone has probably killed over twenty people.”

“I’ll let them figure that out after this is all over,” I said. “But speaking of the drone, can one of you drive this thing?” I took the controls from the girl’s hands and held it out to the sister.

“Ohhh. I’ll take it,” Paula said, and her eyes glittered like sapphires in the sunlight.

The blonde engineer put the goggles on, then she strapped the controllers on to each of her hands. They looked a bit like fingerless gloves, but there was a bar circling the palms with an assortment of switches and buttons. Each of these hand controls connected via cable up to the back of the goggles.

“What is the password?” Paula asked.

“It is a finger sequence. Left ring, left ring, right pointer, right pointer, left pointer, and then left thumb,” the girl replied.

“Got it,” Paula said as a large smile spread across her face. A few seconds later I saw the man-shaped drone lumber around the corner and walk toward us. It didn’t look like it could move fast, but it probably didn’t need to. The machine gun it carried was rather massive, as was the melted shield, and the robot showed no signs of damage from the many grenades I had shot at it.

“Tell Yegor there is another group of marines at the lift. They have another one of these drones and a bunch of marines. We are going to go up there and kill them, and then we’ll talk about our next steps.”

Kasta translated for me, and the bearded man nodded. Then he pointed at the girl and asked Kasta a question. Then he pointed at me and asked another question.

“He wants to know about the girl,” Kasta said. “He also wants to know why you look like a giant walking tiger-man.”

“Tell him she surrendered so should stand trial for whatever crimes they feel she has committed.”

“What do I say about you?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Fuck, I dunno. I’m a genetically modified super soldier? Maybe the truth is the best.”

Yegor nodded after Kasta spoke to him, and then he said something to Varya. She nodded and gestured for the captured drone pilot to follow her. The burly man said a few words to Kasta and nodded back at me.

“He says you have saved his people from an almost certain death. He understands that we don’t know exactly what is going to be in the temple, but he wants to help. He feels he owes us, and they will follow you until you bring them to freedom or death.”

“Let’s hope it’s freedom,” I said as I reloaded the two thumb sized bullets in my revolver.
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Chapter 20

The shield drone couldn’t run as fast as us, but we still made decent time back to the elevator. I went up with four of Yegor’s men first, then we sent the drone up with Paula, and then the rest of our group came up. We were in the main hallway of the second floor now, and it was a straight shot to the place where the remainder of Lith Dae’s forces were.

There was also a shitload of dead bodies.

They were all comrades of Yegor’s, and the group’s mood grew darker as we came across more tattered remains of their people. The drone had cut through them as if they were butter, and none of them stood a chance.

“Paula, how much ammo is in its machine gun?” I figured that there must have been a display somewhere on her goggles.

“It’s at sixty percent capacity. This thing is a serious piece of hardware. It isn’t as nice as the heavy spider drones in Persephone, those are cutting edge military tech, but this guy might get there if I spend some time upgrading him.”

“That’s good to know.”

“You said there was one more up there? We should try and capture it. Having two of these, along with the spider drones, would be really useful.” Paula didn’t seem to have any problem walking, talking, and piloting the lumbering drone simultaneously, but I wondered if that was less because it was easy, and more because she was a genius.

“That will be up to you,” I said.

“Hmm?”

“You are going to send the drone in first. They might not fire immediately. Place your shots carefully and try to take out the other pilot quickly.”

“Got it,” she said. “Zea’s Trojan Horse really saved our ass. If it is still working that is. They probably have no idea their assault team is dead.”

“How could they guess?” Paula asked. “This big guy is almost as tough as Adam. I doubt they thought anything could take it out.”

“We kind of didn’t.” I chuckled, but the sound turned into a bit of a purr. “We took out their pilot.”

“You didn’t even kill her, though. It was amazing. Wish I could have seen it.” Kasta looked at me with hungry eyes, and she bit her bottom lip.

“Hmmm. I can only see half of what is around me with these goggles on, but that sounded a lot like--” Paula started to say, but Kasta interrupted her.

“I wasn’t flirting! Well, maybe a bit. You would be too if you didn’t have those goggles on.”

“No. I don’t want us to get--”

“Adam, I like both your human and tiger-man form.” Kasta nodded. “And I’m gonna leave it at that because someone has to be a prude.”

“I’m not a prude! I’ve just asked you a bunch of times to be respectful of what Adam has with Ev--”

“That’s enough,” I growled, and both women’s mouths closed with audible snaps. “Focus on the mission, please.”

“Aye, Captain,” the both said, and we walked the next few minutes in silence.

I didn’t recall exactly how much farther we had to go, but Yegor started speaking to Kasta, and they exchanged a few words before my friend turned to us.

“We are about two hundred meters from the double doors leading out to the lift room. Yegor wanted to know the plan, so I told him that Paula would take the drone in alone and try to kill the other pilot. He recommends we hold back here while she does it in case they have the door open and are looking down the hall. There is a slight bend in the hallway, and they will be able to see us if we walk another fifty meters.”

“Good call,” I said as I nodded at the bearded man. He nodded back, and I turned to Paula. “You got this?”

“I’ll do my best,” she said, but her smile got larger as the drone lumbered away.

“We should name him,” Kasta said.

“If we get the other one, I’ll name one Kay and the other Arthur.” Paula’s grin grew even larger.

“Why those?” I asked. I’d reloaded my rifle when we were in the elevator, but I glanced down to make sure the power cell was still good.

“They were brothers in the Arthurian legends. That one kind of looks like a knight with the shield and the armor,” Paula explained.

“They were foster brothers,” Kasta corrected.

“Close enough for me,” Paula said with a shrug. “I see the door. It is opened a bit, and there is a Lith Dae marine at watch. I’m going to walk in like I’m returning, and hope I can get a shot off at the pilot.”

We waited in silence for another half minute, and then Paula smirked a bit.

“They are asking what the hell happened, but I just walked into the room with my gun down. They think something is wrong with my audio. They are saying they still can’t connect with the ships in orbit. Oh, this is really funny.”

“Do you see the pilot?” I asked.

“No. they have an armored carrier on the lift. The back is opened. I think he is in here. No one has tried to stop me yet. I’m going to try and step around there.”

We waited a few more moments, and Paula giggled. “I see him. He has no idea. Well. Here it goes.” Her arm raised and she pulled her pointer finger. “He’s dead. Oh, now they are shooting at me. Their bullets are just bouncing off the armor. This is great.” She raised her arm again, and I saw her finger tighten against the trigger on her hand control. I could only guess at the havoc she was causing. Lith Dae’s entire ground strategy had been around using these knight-drones, and we’d taken that away from them.

“It’s done. They are all dead. Maybe I should feel kind of bad about that, but they are assholes who came down here to kill everyone. They can rot in hell.” Paula’s voice choked off a bit at the end, and she cleared her throat.

“Great job,” I said as I laid my hand on her shoulder. She couldn’t really feel me through her armor, but she turned her goggles toward me, laid her hand on top of mine, squeezed my fingers, and then gave me a half smile.

Our group moved forward until we reached the elevator room. The drone really had poured a large bucket of murder on all of the Lith Dae marines, and the only things proof of their existence were their guns, bloody scraps of armor, the undamaged knight-drone, and the armored personnel carrier. Yegor and his guards had armed themselves with the better rifles the Lith Dae marines down below had used, but they quickly found the plasma rifles and rocket launchers their comrades on this floor once carried.

“They didn’t even get a chance to blow up the car,” Kasta said when she pointed to our beat-up vehicle.

“We’ll take the APC,” I said as I walked toward the vehicle. It looked like a good unit. It had meter tall double all-terrain wheels at the front and a set of three double wheels at the back. It was a dark blue color, with bulky armored plates on the sides, roof, and front. The engine compartment was large, but I doubted it was an internal combustion system.

“I made a mess in the back,” Paula said as I walked around to the open hatch in the rear. Sure enough, the pilot’s chest was more liquid than solid, and most of his guts were sticking to the inside of the carrier. There wasn’t any electrical equipment inside so I figured we could spray it all down with a hose to clean it.

“Can either of you get it working?” I asked.

“I will,” said Kasta with a sly smile, “but you have to do me a favor.”

“Uh oh,” Paula groaned.

“Ha! I just want you to get the other drone control off the puddle of guts in the back of the vehicle.” Kasta pointed at the other drone. “This one will be mine.”

“You got it,” I said, and I stepped into the back of the APC to get at the drone controls on the body.

The next five minutes were us preparing our equipment for the trip back to the top floor of the bunker. Kasta got the APC started. She told me it was a “micro-ionic reactor” power plant attached to eight-wheel engines. I told her it sounded impressive, and she confirmed that it was.

Then Kasta put on the drone control, and the sisters moved both of their knight robots onto the lift next to the APC. I got into the driver’s seat, Yegor and his men moved into the rear of the carrier, and my friends sat next to me in the driver’s compartment after Kasta hit the control to bring up the lift.

Then we were moving up to the top of the bunker.

“I hope Zea and Eve are okay,” Paula said after the lift had moved for a half a minute.

“Me too,” Kasta added.

“I’m sure they are fine,” I said. Even though I held the same fear in my stomach. We were still a few minutes away from being able to talk to them. “We’ll drive this truck to the government center and get Eve, then we’ll get to a spot where Zea can pick us up.”

“I thought we were going to head to the temple?” Kasta asked.

“I’ve got a better idea.”

“Oh?” Paula asked.

“Yeah. If Lith Dae’s communication system is still down, I think we can beat them. Not with just the five of us, but now we’ve got Yegor and his crew.” I gestured with my thumb to the back of the carrier. “We can put everyone on a cannon. We can hyper drive next to them, hit them hard and fast, and then get away before they can organize a retaliation.”

“It sounds ballsy,” Paula said.

“I like it!” Kasta said.

“Depends on what is going on. We don’t know what is waiting for us on the top floor of the bunker, or where Zea is at.” The twins nodded after I finished speaking, and we waited for a few more agonizing minutes.

“You should be able to get to them now,” Kasta said.

“Zea, can you hear me?” I asked into the transponder, but there was only silence.

“Zea?” I asked again. My stomach felt cold, and the beast growled in my mind.

“-tain?” I heard the hacker’s voice come through, and the three of us let out a grateful sigh.

“We are in the lift heading up to the top floor of the bunker. Drones have been re-programmed. What is your status?” I asked.

“...Dae… me… I moved Persephone… get… Eve…”

“Shit, you are breaking up,” I growled.

“... Meet us?” It was Eve’s voice, and although I didn’t know exactly what she had said, hearing both of their voices did soothe my fears. They were both okay, and we could figure out the rest as long as all of us were alive.

“Zea and Eve, repeat what you just said. You were breaking up.” I raised my voice a bit as I spoke into the transponder. As if the power of my growling words would somehow make the device work better.

“I’m about to pick Eve up!” Zea shouted.

“I can hear you,” I replied.

“Thank the stars. Did you fix the drones? They started circling around the city, so I guessed that the code was changed.”

“Yeah. We did it,” I said.

“Are you in your kitty-cat form? You sound all growly.”

“I am. We had to deal with the Lith Dae marines. What is the status of their ships?”

“They started to fly toward me, so I moved to the other side of the planet. I thought they might follow me, but they haven’t. Eve is driving north toward you. I found a spot I can land and then get out real quick. I’ll send you the location.”

“Great,” I said. “We still might have a few more Lith Dae marines to deal with. Did they fly their shuttle into the bunker?” I asked.

“No. It landed at the entrance, and then a big ass armored van rolled out of the rear hatch. Then two mean-looking drones walked out. I tried to tell you all, but we lost connection by then. The shuttle lifted off right after and returned to their ships.”

“That’s good news,” Paula said. “There probably won’t be anyone up top.”

“Awwww. I wanted to use my new toy,” Kasta groaned.

“New toy?” Zea asked.

“We have those two drones, and their APC,” I said.

“Yes! Awesome! How did you pull that one off?” Zea asked.

“Adam turned into a tiger-man and killed everyone,” Kasta answered.

“Yeah, he does that. Do you need me to pick you up? I thought the plan was to go right to the creepy-alien-black-temple-o’-death?”

“That was the plan, but I was just telling Paula and Kasta that I have another idea. Has Lith Dae tried to contact you? Do you think their systems are still down?” I asked.

“They haven’t tried to contact me. I’m confident their communications are still down. What’s the plan?”

“You are going to pick us up, and then we are going to hit them. We aren’t going to be able to explore the temple with Lith Dae at our back,” I explained.

“Uhh. You didn’t want to fight them at first. They have too many ships, and we don’t have enough people.”

“There are refugees in the bunker. We’ve got enough of them to man all of Persephone’s cannons. As soon as you land, and we drive on board, Captain Renalta is going to know what is going on, so we’ll need to act fast.”

“Alright. I’ll try and time my landing so we only have a small window.”

“I am glad there are people safe in the bunker,” Eve said.

“Yeah, we are glad as well,” I agreed. “They seem like good people. They are in touch with the other north bunker, and they have a way of communicating with the ones in the other cities across the planet. They didn’t want to send a message in case Lith Dae might hear.”

“They can send it now. The ships up in orbit are still deaf. Captain, I think your plan is fucking crazy, but hitting them now, before they fix my code, will give us the best chance.” Zea let out a laugh, and then I heard her sigh.

“Kasta, can you tell Yegor and his crew what our plans are? Does he have a way to communicate with Alava and let her know she can send a message to the other cities?”

“Yes, and yes,” the android smiled and then she started speaking into her transponder. I heard Yegor grunt in agreement, and then he said a few sentences.

“He will let Alava know, and he is looking forward to fighting beside us on our ship.”

“Goooood,” I growled. I’d only been in my shifted form for about ten minutes, but my words were starting to slur together. “How far away is the rendezvous point?” I asked.

“I don’t know how fast this APC moves, but it will take less than five minutes by the car,” Zea said. “How long have you been a tiger-man?”

“I’ll be fine.”

“We’ll reach the top soon,” Kasta said. Then the elevator started to slow its ascent.

“Kay and Arthur probably can’t keep up with the APC,” Paula said.

“I have an idea,” Kasta said. “We still have two cars up top. We can pop the hatches, and then the drones can sit in them while I drive the cars. It will be completely ridiculous looking, and probably ruin the cars, but it will get them onto Persephone quicker.

“It’s a great idea. I like it,” I said to the android, and it almost looked like she blushed a bit.

“Thanks. I’m moving the cars next to the spot where the lift will stop. I don’t see any Lith Dae marines up there, so you should be able to get out of the APC and open up the hatches without getting hurt. We’ll be there in five seconds.”

“I’ll get out now,” I said as I opened the door. Then I walked to the lip of the elevator with the two knight-drones. We stopped shortly after and I quickly opened the two hatches. Then I returned to the APC driver seat and watched the drones sit inside of the egg shaped cars. Their position made them look like they were relaxing on a bean bag, and the suspension of the cars seemed to be struggling with the weight of the robots.

“They are good,” Kasta said, and then the cars rolled around and drove out of the bunker.

“Here we go,” I said, and then I threw the control shaft of the truck into its forward position and pushed my boot down on the accelerator pedal. The APC jumped forward with a surprising amount of torque, and I quickly caught up to the robot carrying cars.

Then we were out of the bunker and rolling down the empty city streets.

“We’ll be there in five minutes and twenty seconds at this speed,” Kasta said.

“Can the cars go any faster?” I asked. “This APC has plenty more power.”

“I can try to squeeze a bit more out of them, but--”

“I see something behind us!” Paula shouted, and I turned my eyes to the side mirror. It was still night time, and the sky was dark, but I could see a slightly less dark large dot in the air. It looked too big to be a bird-drone, and it was painted a dark color instead of the raw silvery metal of the needle-faced drones.

“Uhhh, Zea, what is that?” I asked as the dot started to get closer.

“Shit. I don’t know. I darted to the other side of Uraniel. I don’t have scanners on them. They could have sent a shuttle or fighter down.”

“That’s what it looks like,” I said. “Kasta, how far away do you think it is?”

“Twenty kilometers, but closing fast,” she answered.

“Will we make it to the--”

“Nope,” she said as she shook her head.

“I’ll try and fly past you all in low orbit and shoot it down,” Zea said.

“It’s shooting something!” Paula shouted.

“Take the next right!” I stomped on the brake pedal and twisted the steering wheel clockwise. The rear tires of the APC broke free of the street for half a moment, but then the independent motors adjusted their torque, and I make the sharp turn without too much of a fishtail. The cars carrying the knight-drones weren’t quite as agile, and they both screeched across the road, bounced off the side of a building, and then fell behind us.

Then the street corner burned like a small sun.

“Shit!” the twins and I screamed as the buildings and road flared with light. We were out of the explosion radius, but chunks of burning asphalt landed in the street in front of us.

“That was one hell of an explosion,” Paula gasped.

“How are the cars with the drones?” I said as I turned the APC back to the left so that we were heading back toward the rendezvous point.

“Steering is a bit fucked, but they will be okay,” Kasta replied.

“Zea?” I asked.

“I’m just about in the atmosphere. I see it on Persephone's scanners. You need to stay alive for another minute. I can’t launch a drone and pilot at the same time, so I have to use the main cannons or lasers.”

“We’ll try,” I said as I peered into my side mirror again. I couldn’t see the enemy craft, but the road here was a bit narrower, and it could have been concealed behind one of the many gray buildings.

“There! It’s on our seven!” Paula shouted, and I leaned my head a bit to the right so I could get a view of my blind spot. Sure enough, the enemy fighter was more than a small dot now, and I saw it twist through the air toward us.

Then I saw the silhouette flash three times.

“Left!” I screamed as slammed on the brakes and yanked the wheel counterclockwise. The APC’s massive tires screeched again as the armored carrier drifted across the street. I felt the back end pop over one of the curbs before the wheels caught traction, and then I yanked the wheels back around to point us straight again.

The building at the corner where I turned exploded as if someone had hit it with a wrecking ball with eighty grenades strapped to it. Fire poured across the dark sky, rubble rained down upon us, and the building broke apart as if it was made out of a child’s gray blocks.

“Zea!” I shouted as I pushed my foot down on the accelerator all the way. I shot past the cars carrying the drones, but I didn’t care. We couldn’t use the robots if we were dead, and the fighter craft chasing us was only going to get more accurate the closer it got to us.

“I’m trying!” the hacker shouted back.

Then the building ahead of us on the right side erupted like a volcano and started to tumble over sideways into our path.

“Shiiiiiitttttt!” I growled as I slammed on the brakes. The APC had a meaty brake system, so it slowed much faster than I expected. Fortunately, Paula and Kasta wore their seatbelts, so they weren’t thrown forward. Unfortunately, I heard a bunch of impacts against the cab behind me. Yegor and his crew had probably neglected to strap themselves in.

“I’m here!” Zea shouted, and I saw Persephone streak through the air ahead of us like an avenging bird of prey. She banked left, lifted up a bit, and then a salvo of red colored plasma bolts flew out of her shoulders.

“Get that fucker, Zea!” Kasta shouted.

“Trying!” the hacker shouted, and I flung the APC into reverse so I could back away from the wreckage on the street in front of me.

“I’m going to try to pull ar--” I started to say, but there was a flash of bright light reflected in the window, and I tilted my head to look in my side mirror.

“Got him!” Zea cheered, and the other three women let out cries of delight.

“Great job!” I said as I threw the APC back into forward gear and angled around to another street that would take me north.

“Bastard didn’t stand a chance!” Zea chuckled, and I saw the black star ship block out the stars overhead. She had her low flying lights blinking around the edges of her shape, and she looked like a dark angel.

“Damn, that’s a beautiful siggggght,” I growled.

“I’m gonna land at the spot. Hurry up,” Zea said.

“I am already there,” Eve noted.

“We’ll be there soon,” I replied as I steered onto the main avenue. Then I stomped the accelerator and chased Persephone's descent.
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Chapter 21

Persephone's bay doors were opened, and I wasted no time driving our newly acquired APC up the ramp. I had a half minute of time on the cars with the drones, but they rolled into the hold only moments after I picked Eve up in my arms.

“I missed you,” she whispered as she smoothed my whiskers aside with her hands.

“Same,” I said. I thought about kissing her, but I was still in my shifted form, and the idea seemed kind of strange. I set her down instead, and the vampire woman jogged over to greet Kasta and Paula.

“We good?” Zea asked over the transponder.

“Yeah. Let’s take to the sky,” I called out, and Persephone lifted off the ground a few seconds later.

I walked to the hatch of the APC and opened the double doors. Yegor and his crew were sitting back there, and they were all strapped into their seats. Two of the men had bloody welts on their heads, but they didn’t show any sign of pain on their faces.

“Sorry about the rough ride,” I said even though I knew they didn’t understand me. The group did nod at my words, and I gestured for them to exit the carrier.

“Zea, we are heading up to the brrrrridge,” I growled across the transponder.

“Alright, make sure you lock down that big ass truck, the three cars, and the new robots. They will cause all sorts of damage if we get in a dog fight.”

“I’ll do it,” Kasta said.

“I need you to help me translate. Paula, can you handle it?” I asked.

“Sure thing, Captain,” the engineer said, and the rest of us jogged through the hold and into the elevator. It was a tight fit inside, but we all managed to fit.

These are good men and women. They are grateful that you have saved them, and they want to help us defeat Lith Dae. Yegor in particular, thinks you are a manifestation of Dazhbog, the god of sun and lover of the Zora sisters. They are the goddesses of the morning and the evening. Now that he has seen me and our ship, he is even further convinced.

I let out a small sigh and then shot the bearded man a glance. His eyes were already on me, and he gave me a respectful bow of his head.

“Kasta, you are going to have to give them a quick and dirrrrty education about using the cannonssss,” I hissed.

“Looking forward to it,” the blonde android said, and then she began speaking to the group. There were seven of them counting Yegor, and it meant that we would still have an open gunner seat for Paula, Kasta, and I.

The doors of the elevator opened, and we poured out into the bridge. It hadn’t seemed like Kasta said a lot of words to Yegor’s people, but they all knew exactly where to go, and they immediately sat in the gunner’s chairs closest to the bridge elevator. The android began shouting orders, and the group gazed down at their controls and found places to put their hands.

“Hey,” Zea said over her shoulder when I came to stand behind her. We were lifting through the atmosphere, and the sides of the front display were beginning to turn a slight orange color.

“Hey,” I said as I rested my hand on her shoulder. I felt her tension there, but she relaxed a few moments after I touched her. “I returned.”

“Yeah,” she said. “Safe and sound. I uhhh. Well, we should be in orbit in a minute. Scanners show that Lith Dae’s ships are moving in our direction, but they won’t be able to cut us off unless they hyperdrive. How do you want to play this?” Her hand reached up, and she rested her fingers on top of mine. I was still wearing my gloves, but her touch was electrifying.

“Are all six coming after us?” Eve asked as she came to stand next to me.

“Only three of them. One of the destroyers, one of the battleships, and the patrol boat,” Zea answered, and the outlines of the ships appeared up on the screen.

“The light cruiser is still in their original possssition?” I asked with a growl. The screen shifted a bit, and I could see that they were still on the other side of the planet. The pillar of purple-red light was still shooting into the sky, and the sight of it made the fur on my neck stand on end.

“They must know that we’ve taken their big ass robots and truck,” Zea said. “I don’t know what their game is.”

“They will try to send another shuttle of marines down to take the northwest bunker. Then they will try to upload their code. The three starships they sent after us will try to keep us away.” Eve pointed to the flat image of the map as she spoke, and I nodded.

“I agree. So we are going to blast around the back side of the planet and then hyperdrive to the light cruiser as soon as we can. That’s the ship that Captain Renalta is on. We’ll hammer it hard and fast. If possible, we’ll take the other two ships out, if not, we’ll run.”

“What if they hyperdrive after us? Or if they try to get away?” Zea said.

“Are their communications stilllll dowwwwn?” I asked. How long had it been since I changed? Fifteen minutes? Twenty? It was probably closer to thirty than I would have liked, and my anger was starting to twist the air in my lungs and the words coming out of my mouth.

“I really think so.” Zea shrugged and let out a laugh. “Yeah. Maybe they will try to get away, but they won’t be fighting us as one fleet.”

“We can always use our hyper, or warp, or even fold if we need to get away or chaaase themmmm. None of their ships have two engines. Can you plot the coursessssss?” I asked.

“And pilot? No. I need one of the wonder twins to do it.”

I turned around and saw that Kasta was still instructing Yegor and his crew at the gunners stations, so I thumbed my transponder. “Paula, what is your status?”

“I’m almost done. Just need two more of the cars. I’ll be up in two minutes,” she answered.

“Hurry, please. Weeeee need you,” I growled as I fought to keep my anger back. I doubted I could keep this form for more than another ten minutes, and I would probably pass out as soon as I changed.

“I will,” she said.

“Keep away from theeeeem, but don’t make it obvious that we are going to warrrrrp around,” I growled to Zea, and then I gestured for Eve to take her copilot seat while I moved to my captain’s chair. I heard Kasta shouting orders behind me, and I prayed to whatever lucky star we had watching over us that they would be ready to go in the next few minutes.

Then we waited as Zea broke into orbit and started to drift away from the three approaching ships.

“They are closing,” the hacker stated the obvious.

“Howwww much time?” I asked.

“Another three minutes before they can use their plasma cannons. They will probably launch drones after.”

“I’m in the elevator heading up,” Paula called through the transponder a second before I asked for her.

“Zea, start movvvving away from them. Head around the other side of the planet,” I ordered.

“Aye, Captain,” she replied, and the screen pivoted as we turned away. Then the viewscreen shifted to show our front and rear views. The three Lith Dae ships were obviously following us, and it looked as if they were picking up speed.

“I’m here!” Paula shouted from behind us.

“I need yooooou to plot our courrrrse,” I said, and then I explained the plan to her. Paula got the idea, and then she moved back to her usual gunner seat so that she could work on the math.

“I’m holding speed, but they are closing. Should I accelerate?” she asked.

“How soon until they are within firing raaaange?”

“A few minutes at current speeds.”

“Howww long until we circle around the planet?” I asked.

“At this speed? Another fifteen.”

“Shit. We need to move faasssstttteeeerr,” I growled.

“I have it!” Paula yelled. “We can hyperdrive around right now if you want. Pushing the plot to Zea!”

“Got it!” the blonde hacker called back.

“Kasta! Are they ready?” I shouted over my shoulder.

“No, but fuck it! They know how to aim the crosshairs and pull the trigger. Let’s do this.” The android shouted a few sentences in Russian, and then I saw her sit next to her sister.

“Engagggge hyperdrives!” I ordered Zea.

“Engaging hyperdrives!” my friend called out and the view screen blurred for a fraction of a second.

Then we were right behind the trio of Lith Dae starships.

“Fire on the cruiser!” I ordered, and I heard Kasta repeat it in Yegor’s language. The group didn’t need much encouragement. My four friends were already firing their cannons and lasers at the back part of the ship, and the other gunners just followed their lead.

It was a wave of red heavy plasma balls and darker red-purple plasma beams. The first few bolts impacted the rear part of the carrier, but then a moment later the three vessels stretched as if they were rubber bands, and they appeared in orbit besides the other ships that had been chasing us.

“Shit!” Zea cursed. “They hyper--” Her words stuck in her throat as we gaped at the screen. The back part of the light cruiser appeared to be melting, and a red glow was moving up the back of the ship.

“Looks like--”

“We got it!” Zea interrupted me.

“Paula, give us a hyperdrive courrrrse so we come at theeeem from the top,” I said.

“Hyperdrive needs another minute to reset, we can do the warpdrive,” she replied.

“Warpdrive has a forty hour cool down!” Zea reminded me.

“Doooo it! We arrrre going to hit them before they can reeeact!”

“Got the plot! Sending to Zea!” Paula shouted.

“I see it! Ready!”

“Engage warrrrrpdrrrrive!” The words escaped my mouth like a roar. The beast wanted to kill all of our enemies with fire, and plasma, and rage.

“Engaging warpdrive!” Zea shouted, and we appeared on top of the six ships in a blink.

“Split fire on the destroyerssss!” I ordered, and I heard Kasta translate my orders.

Twin salvos of plasma launched from Persephone's wings. There was one Destroyer closest to us, and its hull burst open like a rotten tomato. The second destroyer was some two kilometers from us, but it couldn’t move out of the way in time. Four of the lighter plasma bolts slammed into the side of its hull, and the craft began to spray air out of the molten cracks. I doubted the ship was incapacitated, but it was starting to tilt on its side, and I imagined the crew was going to be more worried about staying alive for the next few minutes.

Just three more ships left.

“Closest battleship! Zea take ussss across its portttt side!”

“Aye, Captain!” Zea pushed forward on Persephone's controls and the starship dove around the closest battleship. A spray of green plasma fire shot past the front of our display screen, but Persephone didn’t shake from any sort of impact, so I guessed that they all missed.

Our plasma bolts didn’t miss, and the first battleship turned into a twisted bend of bubbling metal almost instantly.

“Lastttt battleshhhhhip! Zeaaaaa, head up to pass by its--” Zea was spinning Persephone around so we could fly by the battleship, but the enemy craft expanded for a split second and was gone.

“They ran!” Zea shouted with pleasure.

“That’s not gggood! Get the patrol booooat!” I roared, and the hacker tilted Persephone on her side and bent her through space so that we angled toward the smaller ship. The forces of our movement pushed against my stomach, but it wasn’t entirely uncomfortable.

Then the patrol boat stretched and disappeared into hyperspace.

“Shittt!” I roared. “Take out the lastttt destroyer!”

Wait. We might need them to--

Eve’s voice was interrupted by Kasta’s command to the Yegor’s team. A salvo of red plasma fire sped from us and cracked across the front nose of the injured Destroyer. It was enough to cause the metal to bend inward, and the rest of the hull crumbled like a burnt piece of paper.

“Fuck yeah!” Zea shouted, and her jubilation was echoed by everyone else on the bridge.

Except for Eve and I.

We looked at each other, and the vampire woman frowned.

“I couldn’t rissssk them escccaping,” I said.

“I know,” she replied with a nod. “The two ships already did, so they will know about what happened here. We don’t know where their home system is though, so they could return with more ships.”

“Weeee can finddd out,” I said as I gave the beautiful woman a tiger smile.

“How?” she asked, but then her mouth twisted into a smile. “The drone pilot will know. Ahhh!”

“Hopefully.” Everyone on the bridge was still cheering, and I stood from the captain’s chair to address them.

“Good job, crew,” I said. “Zea, what is our status?”

“No damage, Captain,” the hacker replied.

“Excellent. We’ll need to get Yegor and his team back on the ground, then we’ll have to see if there is anything else we can do to help them. Paula, when will the drones disperse around the planet?”

“In about forty-five minutes. Then we have a few days before they return to the strange temple.”

“Good. We arrrrren’t done herrrre,” I said as I pointed to the screen where the strange red-purple light shot into space. “As soon as the drones returnnnn, we will explore what is inside that temmmmple.”

“Aye, Captain,” the four women said.

“I need to restttt. Zea, you are in charge until I wake up.”

“Uhhh. Are you sure?” she asked.

“Yessss.” I walked away from my chair and toward my hallway past the holomap. As I walked behind Yegor and his group of guards, they turned in their seats, raised their fists to their chest, and bowed their heads low.

I continued into my hallway and then pushed my mind to the ocean. I tried to think about the warm sand on my feet, the hot breeze through my hair, and the gentle murmur of the waves in my ears. The door to my suite opened with my touch, and I stumbled inside as my body began to change back into my human form. The shift back wasn’t as hard as the one I attempted last time in Queen’s Hat, and I felt a sigh of relief pour out of my chest. Perhaps the subtle shift changes pushing me to stay in my tiger form was just my imagination. Maybe I didn’t need to worry about becoming stuck as a tiger.

I peeled off my armor plates and left them discarded on the floor. I wanted to sleep about a hundred times more than I wanted to take a shower, but I couldn’t remember the last time I’d bathed, so I forced myself into the warm spray of water. Then I washed the grit and oil off my tired skin before I stumbled out.

My bed was waiting, and the mattress was unbelievably soft. For a brief moment I thought about large black panthers with long tongues, I thought about a woman that looked somewhat like Eve, and I thought about the strange light coming out of the dark temple, but the thoughts were like snowflakes, and they melted as soon as my brain tried to hold onto them.

Then I was asleep.
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Chapter 22

“Adam,” a sweet voice called to me. It pulled me out of the darkness and into a dim light that caressed my face like the fingertips of a lover.

Then I realized finger tips were actually caressing my face, and I slowly opened my eyes.

“Hello, my love,” Eve was sitting on my bed, and it had been her fingers that I felt.

“Every time I see you, I feel as if I’m still dreaming,” I whispered, and she let out a small gasp of pleasure.

“You warm my heart and soul. I give thanks every time I see you as well.” Her red eyes twinkled in the dim light of my room.

“How long have I been asleep?” I asked as I sat up in my bed. I was naked under my covers.

“Almost two days.”

“Shit. Really? Damn.”

“Yes.” She nodded. “The drones should be arriving at the temple in less than an hour. I don’t want to waste any time.”

“Agreed. Persephone wanted us to come here for a reason, and I’m almost positive the reason is that temple. Did I miss anything while I was asleep?”

“We’ve talked extensively with Alava and Yegor about their situation with the bees and the drones. Their story is in line with what Faddy said on his videos. Kasta and Paula did a flyby with their drones to the excavation spot where they were uncovered, but they found no more of the creatures or anything of interest. There might be more to dig up on that site, but we should first deal with the light coming from this temple.”

“Understood,” I said. “You can fill me in with the details later. Is everyone ready to go?” I slid out of my bed and walked toward my closet.

“Yes. Yegor and Alava’s people are still in the bunker though. We landed Persephone in the fields north of the city yesterday, and we gave them most of our food, but I told them they should not leave until we find out what is inside of the temple. Yegor has asked to come with us when we decided to move Persephone to the temple. He is waiting in the hold with a group of his warriors.”

“You think the temple is dangerous?” I asked as I slid my legs into one of the tight flight suits I found hanging in my closet.

“You dreamed it was.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I think the thing in there isn’t going to be nice, but that’s okay. I’m not nice either, and neither are my bullets.”

“Adam…” Eve began, but then she paused, and I turned from my suit to look at her.

“What’s wrong?”

“I have fear. No. It is terror. I am worried.” The beautiful woman crossed her arms and stared down at my bed.

“Because of what I saw in my dream?” I asked.

“Yes. She looked like me. Also, there is something else.” She paused again, and I used the opportunity to finish putting on my suit.

“What? You can tell me anything,” I said as I sat on the bed next to her. I saw that she was actually shivering a bit, and I wrapped my arms around her shoulders so I could pull her into me.

“It calls to me,” she whispered.

“The temple?”

“Yes. I hear it, but I don’t understand it. It knows me, and I know it. Just like I knew Persephone. But where I feel Persephone’s love, I only feel malice from the temple. It is a place of evil, but its song fills my head as if the thoughts are my own.”

“I won’t let anything in there hurt you,” I whispered as I ran my hands through her silky hair.

“You might not be able to stop it, Adam. I feel as if I would rather go back into the tube than go into the temple. I’ve never been this afraid. I’m terrified for you, Zea, Paula, and Kasta. I feel that we will all die in there. No, feel is the wrong word. It is as if I have dreamed we will die in there. I know it with such certainty.

“That is our payment,” I said.

“Our payment?” she pulled away from me a bit so she could look into my eyes.

“Yeah. I should have died, but you saved me. You should be stuck in the tube, but I saved you. You want to help people. You want to pay back the blessings you say you have received. I look at it like I’m already dead. Maybe I died when they first started experimenting on me. That is why I feel my name is Adam and not the other name my parents gave me.”

“I understand,” she said with a slow nod.

“Maybe this place isn’t evil, and whatever is inside isn’t evil, but we both doubt it. It’s our job to take care of it. It’s the deal we made with each other when we became the first man and woman.” I gave her a half smile, and she returned the expression.

“With you at my side, I feel as if I can win against all the odds,” she said, but then her frown returned.

“What else?” I asked.

“The blood. I fed on Commander Tunar-Roz. It invigorated me. The other men died to my witch magic, and I fed off them as well. Their blood gave me more power.”

“Okay,” I said.

“You see? I drank blood from a package, but it did nothing to satisfy my hunger. Then I drank from someone alive, and I felt the power fill me to the brim. Then I drank from those recently killed, and it also gave me strength.”

“So you have to kill someone to feed?” I asked.

“It seems so. Perhaps that is another reason why this temple terrifies me. I want to help people, but I gain power only when others die.”

“There are plenty of assholes who need killing,” I said.

“Yes, and it is a promise I made,” she said with a heavy sigh. “I accept it, but I don’t want to have to worry about my next victim.”

“I can worry about it for you,” I said.

“Then you will never have rest either.”

“We are free of our prison, but bound by our honor.”

“You are right, of course.” Eve smiled again and then leaned against my chest once more.

“I don’t want to let you go, but I should put on my armor,” I said as I released my arms from her shoulders and stood from my bed. Someone had picked up my armor from the floor, and I didn’t see the pieces anywhere in my room.

“We cleaned your gear and moved it to the armory.”

“Ahh, thanks. Let’s go do this. Every minute we wait that beam is shooting into space.”

“Yes, it troubles me as well.” She stood from my bed with a graceful movement, and we both left my suite. “The light feels evil, but perhaps that is merely the impression I received from your dream.”

“Hopefully we can turn it off from inside the temple,” I said as we walked down the hallway toward the bridge.

“Yes,” she whispered. “Our friends are preparing in the hold.”

“Great,” I said, and I pushed the button to summon the elevator.

Eve walked with me to the armory, and we helped each other put on our armor. I strapped my twin heavy pistols and my chrome revolver to my body. The weight of the weapons and harness were comforting, and I double checked that they were loaded.

I’d used the GKS multi-caliber assault rifle for the last few sorties. The weapon had performed well, but I reached for the double magazine auto shotgun Juliette gave me. I didn’t know exactly what we were going to find in this black temple, but a short stream of buckshot or slugs would probably kill it.

“Ready to go?” I asked Eve after I finished pushing a sixth shotgun magazine into my ammo pouch.

“Yes,” she said, but I could still see the fear in her eyes. She was brave, all of my friends were, and I felt a twinge of fear when I thought about the unknown power that awaited us in the temple.

“Maybe I should do this alone,” I said, but the vampire shook her head.

We left the armory and walked into the hold. Zea, Paula, and Kasta were sitting at the feet of the two knight-robots we had taken from Lith Dae. The three women were wearing their armor, and they had rifles slung over their shoulders.

Yegor was also there with eight of his soldiers. They each wore bits and pieces of the Lith Dae Marine’s armor, and they carried the Lith Dae carbine weapons.

“Hey everyone,” I said, and the women stood.

“Hey, Captain,” Zea said. She was wearing one of the knight-drone control rigs, but the visor was tilted up so she could make eye contact with me.

“I’m happy to see you all,” I said as I turned to the twins. Paula was also wearing one of the knight-drone control rigs, but Kasta wasn’t.

“I’m going to control the flying drones, so we figured that Zea could use Kay.” The android patted the leg of the robot she stood next to. It was the one with the melted shield.

“Good idea,” I said as I looked over the humanoid robots. It looked like they cleaned both of them up and someone had painted “Kay” and “Arthur” on the shoulders in neat red letters.

I glanced over at Yegor and gave the burly man a nod. He returned the movement and then gave me a salute.

“I told him he didn’t need to come with us inside the temple, but he insisted. They are good people.”

“Hopefully we won’t need his help.” I nodded again to the man. He was flanked by Varya and Svetlana, and they both bowed their heads to me with obvious reverence.

“When are the bird-drones landing?” I asked Kasta.

“Most are arriving,” Kasta said. “We set the booster tower on top of one of the cars so I can control them a bit easier.”

“All of them?” I asked as I peered out the open door of the hatch. The dark temple was a few hundred meters away, but the ground between was covered with hundreds of thousands of the bird-drones. The sight made my stomach drop a bit, and I had to remind myself they were harmless now that we changed the code.

“Kind of. I can send a command, and the ones nearest me and the booster will respond. The directive will spread through the other drones until they are all doing it. It’s a bit hard to wield, but I’d rather use them than not.” As Kasta spoke, I saw another storm cloud of the silvery drones approaching. The sun glittered off their wings, and they landed off in the distance past the temple.

“You still have the dragonfly looking recon drones?” I asked her.

“Yes,” she said as she pointed to the APC, I turned and saw three of the flying camera drones perched on top of the carrier.

“Are you all ready?” I asked my friends, and the four beautiful women nodded. “I don’t know what we are going to find in there, but I doubt it will be friendly. Watch each other’s backs, let the recon drones lead, hide behind Arthur and Kay, and don’t do anything brave.” The plan sounded completely stupid as it left my mouth, but it was a similar strategy I would have used with a team of marines.

I turned, and the team followed me down the ramp and through the sea of now docile bird-drones.

The ground descended toward the temple, and the soil felt soft and spongy under my boots. The drones parted as we approached, but they didn’t seem to be in any sort of hurry to move, and the going was slow.

My dread increased with every footstep toward our goal. The temple seemed to radiate malevolence, and the air seemed to turn sour as we stepped within fifty meters of the building.

“Oh look, the door is closed. Let’s just go back to Persephone and call it a day,” Zea said, but no one laughed at her joke.

“There has to be a way to open it,” I said as we approached within four meters.

The door was a good six meters tall and some four meters across. It was mostly black stone, but parts of it seemed to be reflective, as if it was actually made out of a strange metal. There were twisted serpent like designs decorating the edges and junctions, but the flat parts were swirling etches of chaos. It made my brain hurt a bit to look at them, and I forced my eyes to focus on the place where a door handle should be. There were two indents on each side, and I turned on my shotgun light so I could see inside.

“Looks like there are handles,” I said.

Yegor started speaking, and we waited until Kasta could translate.

“He said that Lith Dae was excavating this site. The place where the wasps were discovered was a few kilometers from here, in a smaller structure. Before Lith Dae could open this, the drones went insane, and they fled the planet.”

“Let’s see if it is unlocked,” I said as I reached my gloved hand into the hole on the right. My fingers closed around the ring of the door, and I tugged on it. The door didn’t move, so I pushed on it harder. It didn’t even slightly budge, but then I twisted on the handle, and it swiveled to make an electronic beeping sound.

Then the door popped open with a hiss of air, a gust of dust, and a groan of ancient gears grinding to life. The inside of the place felt darker than the pits of the bunkers we had explored, so I pressed the switch on my left sleeve to turn on my armor lights.

“Send the recon-drones in,” I whispered to Kasta, and the three small robots drifted in through the door on silent propellers.

“It’s all open. Strange columns on the left and right. Looks machine made, the cuts are smooth and perfect,” she said.

“How about the ceiling?” I asked.

“The ceiling? Ahhh, There are stone tubes on the top. They are ribbed like a plastic tube should be. Strange.”

“What else?” Eve asked urgently.

“It is really damn dark in here. Hold on,” Kasta said, and we waited for a few seconds.

“The opposite side of the room has a raised platform with a nest of those stone tubes. It is connected to a cylinder that is a few meters wide, and about four tall. I also see a cluster of strange stone looking cubes arranged in the corner. They look like screens, and one of them is pulsing with a red symbol.”

“Do you see anything moving?” I asked.

“No. Nothing,” Kasta replied. “Only light is that screen, and it isn’t very bright.”

“Send Arthur and Kay in,” I told Paula and Zea. My friends nodded, and the hulking shield drones moved in through the door.

Then we followed into the darkness behind them.

My friends turned on their armor and rifle lights. Yegor and his crew also had lights on their weapons, but the inside of the strange structure still very dark, and the inky blackness seemed to fight against the light like it was an octopus pushing against a glass tank.

We fell into two lines behind the robots. The crew of Persephone was behind the knight on the right, and Yegor’s crew walked behind the left one. No one spoke as we moved through the oppressive darkness, but the sound of our breathing seemed to fill the place with disturbing echoes.

“We are almost to the platform,” Kasta whispered, and then my light illuminated the first step leading up to the raised dais.

I didn’t remember all of my dream, but I did recall a bit of the temple I had entered. This place was similar, but different as well. This place felt ancient, and there were no red lights flashing down through the columns or across the ceiling. I raised my shotgun up to where I thought the cylinder would be, and that too looked a bit different from what I recalled from my dream. This was smaller, and the stone parts looked to be cracking at the seams.

“The cubes are on our two o’clock. At the top of the platform.” Kasta’s voice was softer than a whisper, and I moved my light over to see them. The cluster of stone boxes did look a bit like a computer terminal station, but I didn’t see any sort of input device.

“I can try to see if I can figure out the term--” Zea started to say, but her voice caught in her throat when the stone cylinder shifted.

“Shit!” Paula, Kasta, and Zea hissed together, and we all turned our weapons toward the place where the tubes met at the top of the stairs.

Red lights began to pulse down the walls like a heartbeat pushing blood through an artery. A sound accompanied the light. It was a dull hum that sounded like a cross between a swarm of bees and a bass drum beating. The tones thumped in time with the light, and it felt as if there were twenty kilograms of pressure on my chest.

The front of the stone cylinder crumbled away, and dark red liquid flowed out, pooled at the bottom of the pillar, and then oozed down the four steps. An arm reached out from the depths of the interior. The hand was covered with the viscous fluid, but it looked humanoid.

“Get ready,” I hissed painfully. The pressure on my shoulders was increasing, and it felt like someone was trying to strangle my lungs.

The beast in my stomach screamed when the rest of the stone broke away. The beast knew this thing was our enemy, even though it hadn’t made any sort of hostile movement. The animal wanted to take control. He wanted to charge up the stairs and rip into the monster emerging from the crumbling container.

The blood covered creature stepped out and opened its eyes. They glowed red like Eve’s did, and the being stood tall once it saw us. It appeared to be male and stood about two meters tall. It was slender though and looked as if it hadn’t eaten in a long time.

“Argha cooonnn kaaa,” the thing said. It didn’t have teeth, just the fangs that also looked like Eve.

“Noooooo!” Eve screamed in agony, and she dropped her rifle as she brought her hands up to her ears.

The beast in my soul didn’t like the sound of Eve’s scream.

I didn’t either.

“Kill it,” I growled as I squeezed the trigger of my shotgun.

But nothing happened. The trigger wouldn’t move, my gun wouldn’t shoot, and I couldn’t send a slug into the face of the thing that was hurting Eve. Then I realized I wasn’t having a problem with my weapon, I couldn’t actually move. I was paralyzed and couldn’t feel anything besides the growing pressure on my shoulders.

The droning in my ears grew louder.

“Coooon kaa yaaa,” the thing said over the sound of Eve screaming and the bees working in my brain. The blood-soaked man took a slow step down toward us, and I tried to squeeze my finger again. My body wouldn’t listen though, and the thing took another step.

The drumming in my ears grew louder, and so did Eve’s scream. It sounded as if she was tearing her vocal chords, and her agony caused the creature that lived in my DNA to go berserk.

“Argah. Argah. Gaa.” The blood-soaked man’s voice was dark and deep. He reached the bottom of the stairs, and he walked toward the knight-drone Yegor’s people took cover behind. None of us could move, and the expressions on the Uraniel citizens’ faces were fixed with terror.

“Noooooo!” Eve screamed again as the monster bit into Yegor’s throat. Blood exploded out of the big man’s neck like a red paint grenade had gone off. It sprayed across the faces of Varya and Svetlana, but the two women couldn’t move. None of us could move. All we could do is watch the blood coated being drain the life out of the big bearded man.

Yegor’s face turned yellow, then gray, then white as his eyes closed. Eve continued to scream the entire time the thing fed on our friend, but she couldn’t seem to be able to do more than bawl with anguish.

The creature tossed Yegor’s corpse aside and then stepped toward Varya. Her body was frozen, and I imagined that the terror carved on her face was a fraction of what she actually felt as the monster approached.

Then a tidal wave of bird drones hit the blood-soaked vampire in the chest, and he was knocked back into the stairs of his dais.

“Haaaaaaaggggggggggg!” the thing hissed as it tried to peel the drones away, but there were dozens of them swarming him, and more kept piling on.

But I still couldn’t move.

I heard a sound behind me, but I couldn’t look to confirm that I thought it was the door closing. There was still a shit-ton of bird-drones attacking the vampire, but the monster continued to shout and hit at them. As I watched, it crushed one of them with its fist, tossed another into the stairs, broke another one with his other arm, and then stomped two that were trying to drill into his blood covered legs. There were still forty more of the bird-drones, and they were all shoving their needles into the vampire, but the blood-soaked asshole just wasn’t going down.

If anything, it was starting to win against the swarm of drones.

It took him a good five minutes, but he crushed the last one to his chest and then turned back toward us. Instead of looking at Yegor’s group of guards, his red eyes fixed on my friends, and he moved toward us.

He was going to kill my women.

And there was nothing I could do about it. I was frozen by the vampire’s power. I couldn’t move, or even think over the pulsating of bees in my mind. Part of me wanted it to end. It felt as if my life was being squeezed out of my chest and my brain was being ripped out through my ears. I wanted to fight this thing. I wanted to defend my friends, but I was just a man, and this thing was a god.

The beast in my soul disagreed, and it surged out of the cage as if it was a nuclear bomb. My body shifted to the tiger-man shape, and the vampire paused his advance to study me.

“Ahh ya?” he asked as his head tilted. He looked really fucking confused for half a moment.

Then my shotgun slug took him in the chest, and he flew back against the stairs like a tossed doll.

He shouted with surprise, but he couldn’t get up in time. I was standing over him, and I had my weapon pointed down at his chest. My body was still shifting over, but my trigger finger was still working, and I fired off another slug into the thing’s bloody chest. The lump of metal ripped through his flesh and punched into the stone of the stairs, but the hole almost instantly began to seal again.

Shit.

“Fucking dieeeeee,” I screamed as I pulled the trigger on my shotgun six more times. Each slug tore a massive chunk of his chest, head, or stomach away, but it reformed only a few seconds later, and it almost seemed as if he was healing faster than I could hurt him. He still hadn’t gotten up though, so I switched over to buck shot as soon as I ran out of solid slugs. I yanked on the trigger eight more times, and the shrapnel turned the vampire into a pile of shredded hamburger.

But then the tiny bits of bloody meat began to coalesce as if they were magnets.

“Fuckkkkk,” I growled as I reloaded both the magazines of my shotgun. The vampire was halfway back together by the time I reloaded my weapon, and another round of buckshot reduced him to liquid again. I thought that might have done the trick, but the syrupy bits of the vampire began to join together again.

Uh oh.

I couldn’t keep this up forever. I would eventually run out of ammo, and the vampire didn’t seem to have a limit on his healing abilities. I wondered if he was getting power from the pod where he emerged, so I blasted the fuck out of it with a full magazine of solid slugs. My shots cut all the stone tubes free from the top and toppled over the cylinder that imprisoned the monster, but he was still healing at a rapid rate. He even managed to stand before I punched another three rounds of buckshot through him.

I reloaded again and reminded myself that I had one more clip of each type of ammo before I would have to switch to my pistols or revolver.

“Die asshole!” I shouted as the creature tried to push his arm against the floor so he could stand. I blew his elbow apart with a slug, and he face planted into the stairs. Then I put a pair of slugs through the back of his skull. His head was gone now. It was just a pool of red liquid and brain matter, but those all started to swim toward the neck of his corpse and they began to rebuild themselves.

I pointed my shotgun at the stone cubes that looked like a computer. Each of my slugs found one of them, and they shattered as if they were made out of porcelain. There was blood inside of those too, and the screen with the red letters went black. This destruction didn’t cause the vampire to stop healing though, and I popped my last two magazines into the shotgun.

“How many times do I have to kill you?” I tried to ask the vampire, but my words came out like a tiger’s roar, and my shotgun rounds reduced him to another puddle. I glanced over at my friends and saw that they were all still frozen behind the knight-drones. He was still able to use his magic on them, even though I’d just pumped some forty shotgun shells into him.

“Fuck!” I screamed when my weapon ran out of ammo. I flipped the shotgun around in my hands and beat the monster’s skull in with the stock the weapon. Blood sprayed all over me as I did so, but his face began to reform a few moments after I was done hammering him.

Then his hand came up and caught my weapon as I tried to hit him. I could feel his strength when he caught the shotgun, and I knew it was going to take too much effort to wrestle it away from him. Instead, I let go of it and pulled both of my heavy pistols out of their belt holsters. I knew they wouldn't do as much damage as the shotgun blasts, but I didn’t know what else to do.

I emptied both magazines into his face, but he sat up while I shot him.

Then he started to laugh.

It was a dry chuckle. Almost like he was trying to cough out his humor through his bleeding body. I stepped back from him, slid my empty pistols into their holsters, and reached for my chrome revolver, but the blood covered man was too quick, and his hands grabbed the outside of my arms.

Then his mouth opened wide, and he moved to bite my neck.

But I bit that fucker first.

My teeth tore right into his throat and my mouth filled with the taste of his much too coppery blood. He actually gasped with surprised pain, and I felt his hands tense before he tried to push me away. He couldn’t though, my jaw flexed again, and I yanked my neck back. Most of his neck tore free, I spit, and then I clamped down again on the front part of his spine. His bones shattered under the strength of my jaw, and his body went slack.

I tore free of him, and his bloody head landed on the stone floor.

He spasmed and then twitched a single time before he was still. I expected his body to heal from the damage I had just wrought upon his neck, but I detected no more movement. The buzzing in my brain stopped along with the pressure on my shoulders and the pulsing red light on the walls.

He was dead. Finally.

“Shit! You did it!” Zea shouted, and I turned around to see the blonde hacker cradling Eve’s head in her arms. Eve’s eyes were closed, and I sprinted over to them.

“I think she fainted,” Zea said as she stroked the other woman’s forehead. “She stopped screaming when you tore that naked fucker’s throat out.

“That was horrible,” Paula gasped as she hugged herself.

“I couldn’t move,” Kasta blurted. “I commanded the drones to attack him, but I thought they didn’t get my signal.”

“Thank the stars they did, or we’d all be dead,” Zea said with a grateful nod.

“Yeah, but we still lost Yegor,” Kasta said with a frown. We turned and saw Vayra holding the dead man’s hand while Svetlana and the other soldiers bowed their head.

“He was a good man,” I said. “But it could have been worse.”

“Yes, he was,” Kasta said, and then she turned to look at the corpse of the headless vampire.

None of us said anything for a few moments, but then Kasta cleared her throat. “I sent my recon drones outside. The light isn’t coming out of the temple anymore. I don’t know if it was because Adam shot those cubes, or if it is because he killed that thing, but it is off.”

“That is good news,” Paula said with a relieved sigh.

“We are too late.” Eve opened her eyes and sat up from Zea.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Yes. Well, no.” The beautiful woman frowned and then blinked her red eyes. She looked exhausted, and I wondered if something about the vampire’s presence had drained her vitality.

“What happened?” I asked.

“I saw into its mind. I know what they are.” She blinked a few times, and then she wiped away a tear.

The four of us waited for Eve to continue, and she did after she sniffled back some tears.

“They are parasites, only shaped like us. They survive off fear, terror, and agony. They are almost immortal. They can live forever. They each own their territories like fiefdoms where they grow their food stock. When they ran out of sustenance, they agreed to sleep until life disturbed them. That was an eternity ago, and now some are awakening. The signal beams will tell others to awake.”

“Uhhh. That doesn’t sound very good,” Zea whined.

“No. No, it isn’t,” Eve said.

“We killed this one. We can kill others,” I said.

“For some reason, he knew you when you changed. He wasn’t afraid, but then you surprised him by attacking. I don’t understand it, but I know the signal he sent will reach others of his kind, and they will come here to check on him.”

“How long?” Kasta asked.

“When this world circles its sun two times. Or at least, that was when he expected them to arrive.”

“That’s three hundred and two days in Earth time,” the android replied.

“And when they come here, and they don’t find their asshole friend, what are they going to do?” Zea asked.

“It’s already started,” Eve shook her head and then she started to sob.

“Hey, hey. It’s okay. Everything is going to be all right.” I kneeled next to the dark-haired beauty and wrapped my tiger arms around her.

“No, my love. It won’t be. You see, these creatures have been alive almost as long as time itself. They have built the universe to be their feeding ground. They ate, and ate, and ate until their bellies were full and there was no more. It was just a galaxy of death. Then they planted new seeds and went to sleep.”

“Uhhh. you mean us?” Zea asked.

“Everything,” Eve replied. “All life is theirs, and now they are waking up. It has been billions of years. They are hungry, and nothing can stop them.”

“I will,” I said, and Eve turned to stare at my face. “We will.”

We stared at each other for what felt like forever, and I found myself spinning into the depths of her red eyes.

“Yes,” Eve finally said, and a slow smile spread across her lips. “Thank you, my love. Yes. We will stop them. It is my purpose. It is our purpose.” The dark beauty wiped her tears from her eyes and then turned to the other three women. “If you all will help?”

“Yes,” the twins both said without a moment’s hesitation. Then they looked at each other and smiled.

Then we all turned to Zea, and the blonde hacker shrugged. “You know, there was one good thing about that fucker paralyzing me.”

“What was that?” Paula asked.

“I couldn’t shit myself. I really wanted to, but everything was all clenched too tight. So yeah. I’m in. Let’s kill all these motherfucking blood suckers. Ahh, no offense, Eve.”

“None taken.” Eve smiled, and she stood with my help. “We have four advantages they don’t know about. It might give us a victory.”

“What are they?” I asked.

“I am one of them,” Eve said as she gestured to the corpse.

“What?” Zea asked.

“Yes,” Eve said as she shook her head. “I know that now. Elaka Nota must have one of these creatures captured, or dead somewhere. The DNA they used on me is from them.”

“What does that mean?” Kasta asked.

“I don’t know for sure, but I have power. I’ll need to learn how to use it better, and I might not be as powerful as one of them, but they won’t expect me.”

“What else?” Paula asked.

“Adam.” Eve looks at me, and the other three women did as well. “He broke out of the being’s magic, then he killed him. It recognized his shifted form. There is something there for us to explore. He’s a weapon they won’t expect.”

“How did you do it?” Paula asked.

“I’m not sure,” I replied. “As soon as I changed I was free of his power, but you saw that my bullets didn’t kill him. I have no idea why my teeth did.”

“We will figure out why, but the important part is that they won’t expect you,” Eve said.

“Adam is full of unexpected surprises,” Kasta said with a wink.

“Our third advantage is Persephone,” Eve said. “She is fast and powerful, and she knows about these creatures. She wants to help us defeat them; we just have to let her show us the way.”

“And the fourth?” Zea asked.

“You three,” Eve said as she gestured to the trio of blonde women. “You are incredibly intelligent, brave, true, and filled with love. We will find others who will help. These horrific beings consumed all life once, and they think that they can do it again, but not this time. This time the light will stand before the darkness and goodness will win. Love, honor, and justice will prevail. I saw our triumph in Adam’s tiger eyes. I know we can do this. Together.” Eve was no longer crying, and her voice was filled with incredible strength. The other three women nodded after she finished and smiles bloomed across their faces.

“But first, we need to return Yegor and his crew to the bunker,” I said. I didn’t know what kind of burial process these people had, but Yegor helped us, and I wanted to honor his sacrifice. “After that, we’ll need to figure out a plan. If these fuckers are coming back in three hundred and two days, I want to be ready for them.”

“Aye, Captain,” my four friends replied, and we went about the task of paying our respects to Yegor.
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