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Chapter 1

“So, to summarize: there is a group of god-like vampire creatures that created the universe as some sort of galactic farm so that they can feed off all life. Then they ate everything they could, planted new seeds of life in the universe, and went to sleep for a few billion years. Now they are waking up and are going to be hungry again?” Juliette leaned back in her chair and raised a lovely eyebrow at Eve.

“They consume the blood, but it is really the terror, death, and negative energy they extract from their prey that provides their sustenance. I do not know if they possess power over our universe or just the Milky Way, but yes, the rest is correct,” Eve answered with a nod.

“Hmmm.” Juliette reached for the lighter in her pocket, pulled it out and held it to the cigarette that hung between her red lips, but then put it back in her pocket without lighting it.

She’d done that some half dozen times since we returned to Queen’s Hat and told her of our adventures on Uraniel.

“Is that a ‘hmmm’ I think I can help you, or a ‘hmmm’ you all are totally fucked?” Zea asked with an exasperated sigh.

“I’m thinking, Blondie,” the policewoman said as she took the cigarette out of her mouth, looked at it, and then sucked on it again. “I’m thinking.”

“Maybe you can think faster? It took us a few days for our warp drives to reset, and we’ve only got three hundred or so left before these ugly fuckers are going to come back to Uraniel, find out we killed their buddy, and go on a feeding frenzy. There are a few million people on that planet.” Zea crossed her arms when she finished speaking, but Juliette only smirked.

“Annnnnnnnnndddddd,” the redhead said, “you’ve got this unknown corporation that experimented on Kitty Boy, this corporation you call Elaka Nota that imprisoned Eve and followed you all to Gliese 876, Alloprize Inc, Nebula Gammon, and these Lith Dae people that you’ve made enemies out of.”

“That sounds like the list,” I admitted.

“I’ve never heard of any of them besides Nebula Gammon, but if they have a starship fleet they are probably really damn powerful. Sounds like Elaka Nota will especially have a bone to pick with you since you stole Persephone from them.” Juliette shrugged and pulled on her unlit cigarette again.

“Yeah. We know we are fucked. Can you help?” Zea asked.

“Are you asking me personally for help, Blondie? I never thought the day would come.” Juliette’s lips twisted a bit.

“I’d ask you to sit on a--” Zea started to say, but I interrupted her.

“We’ve helped you out. You know we are telling you the truth. We need to recruit more people for our crew, and maybe even a fleet of starships. We don’t know how many of these vampires will show up at Uraniel in three hundred days, but we want to defend that planet and its people. We’ll stop these monsters from taking their spot on top of the food chain.” Kasta and Paula were sitting on either side of me in Juliette’s office, and the two blonde women nodded as I spoke.

“You five are crazy.” The redhead shook her head and let out a small chuckle. She was wearing the same tight black uniform she wore when I first met her, but there were additional rank bars on her sleeve now. When we had first come into her office, I’d asked her about her promotion, but she’d sidestepped the question by asking us to tell her about Uraniel.

“But you will help us,” Eve queried.

“Of course. You all saved my ass and the people on this station. I owe you. Fuck, we should have a parade or something for you five, but I guess that is the last thing you want.”

“No parade. We don’t need thanks,” I said. “We just need help.”

“And I will help you if I can,” Juliette said as she leaned forward in her chair. “I was hoping you all would come back sooner rather than later, but you know how space works. Part of me was wondering if we would ever see each other again.”

“Yeah,” I said.

“Anyway, I did a bit of research for you all. I’ve got two bits of info that might help. Take a look at this.” The redhead started typing on her terminal keyboard. We waited for about ten seconds, and then Juliette spun her screen around so we could see the display. Juliette’s office was cramped with all six of us in there, and her desk was stacked with datapads, cigarette trays, and manila folders, but my friends all managed to crowd together against the desk so we could view the terminal monitor.

The screen showed Persephone docking with Queen’s Hat.

“Uhhh. That’s Persephone,” Zea said, and her voice echoed my confusion.

“Look at the date stamp,” Juliette said, and we all looked at the bottom left of the screen where the row of numbers was displayed in green-colored text. “This video is from fourteen years ago.”

“What the fuck?” Zea asked.

“It doesn’t look exactly like Persephone,” Kasta said as she pointed at the screen. “Her wings bend a bit different on the back side. Maybe the color on the video is off, but Persephone is a dark black, and this ship has a bit of a red hue.”

“It’s a different ship,” I said.

“Yep, but it looks very similar. After you all left, I spent some time thinking through the story Eve told me. We get hundreds of ships coming and going out of Queen’s Hat every day. As you know, the station has been around for more than a hundred years. We have a lot of video footage. I took the specs of your ship and ran a query through the database to see if there was a match anywhere. I didn’t think anything would come of it, but I got a hit a few days ago.”

“You ran a video database query?” Zea asked the redhead.

“Don’t act so surprised, Blondie. I have good looks as well as the brains to go with it.”

“Do you have any information about the crew or their destination?” Eve said before Zea could respond to Juliette.

“That and more.” The cop’s face split into an attractive grin. “I have a video of the crew, their names, and the tags on their ship. You should be able to hyperdrive there and trace them. Might not be a great lead, but it’s a lead.”

“They might know more about Persephone and our enemies,” Eve said.

“Or, they might be minions for our enemies,” Zea pointed out.

“Let’s see the video of them exiting their ship,” I said.

“Alright.” Juliette spun the screen around, typed in a few commands and then twisted it back so we could see.

A group of twelve walked out of the docking tube and into the harbor. There were six men and six women. All of them wore impressive-looking black body armor. The suits were much bulkier than the armor we used, and it looked as if it was power armor. It made each of the crewmembers seem larger than they actually were. My guess that it was power armor was confirmed when one of the women turned around to close the harbor tube. There was a central joint in the back where the power supply was stored.

Power armor wasn’t actually used by the Jupiter Marines. The technology was excellent in theory, but the suits were expensive to build and maintain. In contrast, life was inexpensive, so most militaries decided not to bother providing their troops with the equipment.

Maybe that was why my captors experimented with genetic engineering. It might cost more upfront, but once they figured out how to build organic super soldiers they could duplicate the effects with endless bodies.

“These people look like bad asses. They also look like they haven’t smiled in ten years,” Zea commented.

“Very dour,” Paula agreed.

“Where did they go in the station?” I asked as I watched the video. A woman with dark brown hair and sharp features seemed to be the leader. She didn’t say a word, just nodded to the crew, and they split into three groups. One walked deeper into the harbor. The other two moved toward the tube train. They hadn't bothered to check the map station beforehand, so I guessed they were either familiar with Queen’s Hat, or they'd already studied the map.

“I’ve got it on the video,” Juliette said. “This group in the harbor walked down twenty bays and then talked to another crew. Here.” Juliette pressed some buttons on her terminal, and the camera angle changed to show a group of four men in the black power armor talking to a pair of women guarding another tube.

“What vessel is docked there?” Kasta asked.

“I’ll give you the info. It was a trade ship. They talk for ten minutes and then leave. Then the group of four in the scary armor returns to their ship,” Juliette said.

“Is there audio?” Zea asked.

“No. Can’t even tell if they are speaking English. I’ll give you all these videos if you want to watch them a bunch.”

“What about the other two groups?” I asked.

“One went to a rhodium bank in District C. Then they went to purchase supplies. I’ve looked through it a few times, but there doesn’t appear to be anything interesting going on,” Juliette answered.

“How much did they trade?” Paula asked.

“Here,” Juliette pressed some buttons on her keyboard, and the video moved into the bank. The four black-armored crew stuck out like sore thumbs in the line. Everyone was standing a good three meters from them.

“Looks like three hundred and fifty grams. Not bad,” Zea said once they reached the register and made the exchange.

“What about the woman with the dark brown hair?” I asked. “She looked like their leader.”

“I knew you had a thing for strong women,” Juliette said with a dry chuckle. “I work out, you know. Maybe we can exchange some notes later tonight at the station gym?”

“Are you seriously hitting on Adam?” Zea asked with an exasperated sigh.

“Yeah, but mostly because it pisses you off, Blondie.” Juliette let out a belly laugh as she pressed some more keys on her terminal. The camera showed the display outside of a large door with graffiti on it.

“That’s the door to District H,” I said.

“Yep,” the policewoman confirmed, and I watched one of the armored soldiers plug a cord from their head into the door. Within a few seconds the thick metal door was lifting up, and the four armored figures moved inside.

“There are no cameras in District H,” Paula and Kasta said at the same time.

“Nope,” Juliette confirmed.

“How long were they in there?” I asked.

“A few hours.” She clicked on some keys, and the video sprung forward. The doors opened, and the four soldiers walked out. Their faces were blank, and it was impossible to tell if they found what they were looking for.

“What did they do next?” I asked.

“Went back to their ship. The second group handled buying the supplies. They loaded up their vessel some eight hours later and then left.”

“What could they have been looking for in District H?” Eve asked.

“There are all sorts of old Nebula Gammon information systems in there. A lot of the tech has been looted, but all the terminals connect to the database substructure of the station. They could have accessed something from a secure port.”

“I might be able to figure it out,” Zea said. “We have a rough time and date stamp. If I can find a terminal port in there, I can access the system and dig around.”

“Sounds like a good idea since you all are already here.” Juliette shrugged. “Here is the file with the tags on the ship, and the names they provided the clerks.” She passed me a yellow folder with a data stick clipped to the top. I opened it to see the ship’s manifest and read it out to my friends.

“Captain’s name is Madalena Vaish. Commander’s name is Goran Calliope. Rest of the crew marked here is Mikhael Elbert, Nikki Diksha, Pier Anneli, Josefinna Dravka, Lux Yech, Baki Najal, Milda Parasto, Calisto Godfrey, Arno Dio, and Dana Fabto. Name of the ship is Dance to the Dirge, and they identified Epsilon Tauri-b as the ship’s origin point.”

“Dance to the Dirge? That’s a dark name,” Zea said.

“Epsilon Tauri-b is in the Hyades star cluster,” Kasta said.

“Do you know how far away it is?” I asked.

“I figured you all might want to go there. Unfortunately, it’s a good seventy light years from Queen's Hat.” Juliette put her feet on her desk and leaned back in her chair again. “Long trip for a lead, but like I said, it’s a lead.”

“We can get there in a bit over an hour with the warpdrive,” Paula said.

“But we just got here, so we need to wait an additional thirty-five-ish hours before we leave again,” Kasta replied.

“We do need to resupply,” Eve pointed out.

“And I need to check out District H to see if there is anything I can find about what our new friends got from the database,” Zea said.

“And I need to spend some time with Adam,” Juliette mimicked as she smirked at Zea, and the hacker rolled her eyes.

“I’ll go with Zea into District H,” I said. “Kasta, can you come with us? We might need some of your recon drones.”

“Sure thing,” the android said.

“Eve and Paula, can you both take care of buying more supplies? We also need to book a large seed and supply transport to Uraniel.”

“We can do that,” Eve said.

“You all are buying them supplies?” Juliette asked. “That is nice of you.”

“They haven’t been able to grow crops for a year. If we don’t help them get jump-started with some food and seeds, everyone will die. They gave us a bit of rhodium to help pay for stuff, but we’ll probably have to chip in some of our own money. It’s not a big deal.” I pulled the data stick off the file folder, handed it to Zea, and put the paperwork in my inside jacket pocket.

“I’ve said this before, but I was wrong about you all when I first met you. I’m sorry about that.” Juliette sighed and then nodded at me.

“It’s fine. We are past that. If you don’t mind, we’ll go check out District H. Maybe you can give us the access code, so we don’t have to hack into it?” I asked.

“I’ll do even better. I cleared my schedule as soon as the dockmaster told me you got here. I’ll come with you.”

“That’s okay, Juliette. I’m sure you have tons of work to do here,” Zea said.

“It’s fine, Blondie. If I’m with you, you all can carry your firearms. Not that you’ll actually need it. The station’s been pretty clean since we stopped Nebula Gammon’s coup. In fact, I think--”

Juliette’s sentence was interrupted by the phone on her desk ringing.

“Lieutenant Colonel Larns?” a young man’s voice asked.

“I told you I was in a meeting. Stop bugging me,” she said as she pressed the button to turn off the phone. Then she looked at us, rolled her eyes, and continued.

“I think we don’t even--” the phone on her desk rang again, and the policewoman’s eyes narrowed.

“I’m so sorry, Lieutenant Colonel Larns. I--”

“I told you I’m in a fucking meeting, Smith!”

“I know! I’m sorry, but you told me to alert you if we had a code orange. You said no matter what, I was to come tell you.”

“Shit,” Juliette huffed. “Who is it?”

“Elaka Nota,” the man said through the speaker, and I felt my heart drop into my stomach.

“How many?” Juliette asked.

“Five ships. They requested permission to dock and trade.”

“Fucking shit,” Zea groaned. “We can’t get away from these assholes.”


[image: ]





Chapter 2

“What is their angle of approach? Do they see Persephone?” I asked.

“You hear the question, Smith?” Juliette asked.

“They are approaching District D,” the man answered.

“They might not have seen us since we are docked at B,” Paula said.

“Alright, get me on the line with Captain Lennis. I’ll tell him to decline their--” Juliette started to say, but Smith interrupted her.

“Er, Lieutenant Colonel Larns, they have already been approved to dock.”

“What? Why the fuck didn’t you tell me?” the redhead shouted.

“Ma’am, I called you as soon as I got the alert, but you--”

“Have they docked yet?” Juliette interrupted him.

“No, they are a few minutes away still,” he answered.

“Hold on a second, Smith.” Juliette pressed a mute button on her intercom and then turned to Eve and me. “You can try to get out of here,” Juliette said.

“We've got to resupply. We gave all our food to the people on Uraniel. We also need to book a shipment of supplies to them.” Eve said.

“It’s going to take us at least a day to find a ship and crew who will do the mission, maybe even longer,” Kasta pointed out.

“Fuck that! This is Elaka Nota Corporation. The same assholes who experimented on Eve and whose top-secret starship we stole. The universe is a big place, so I think they are here because they know we were here. Hopefully, they don't know we are here right now, but we can’t stick around to find out,” Zea said as she looked at me and shook her head.

“Look, I don’t care how powerful these fucksticks are. They aren’t allowed to bring weapons into Queen’s Hat. We’ve got a lot of security on the streets now, and these are good men and women. They’ll keep the peace. You guys just get done what you need to get done and then get out of here.”

“I don’t like it,” Zea said. “We should run.”

“Without food?” I asked her, and she hung her head and let out a sigh.

“I’m used to being hungry, let’s hyperdrive out of here, anywhere will do, and then warp drive to Epsilon Tauri-b when it resets.” Zea wasn’t trying to hide her fear.

“What if there is no food on Epsilon Tauri-b?” I asked. “We’ll be fucked.”

“Let’s find another place to go then. Juliette was a pilot, I’m sure she knows of a bunch of other places we can go to pick up some supplies,” Zea responded as she turned to the policewoman. Juliette actually looked a bit surprised at Zea’s comment.

“Uh, I know of a few places, but I’ve been on Queen’s Hat for ten years. I have no idea what the conditions are like on those other planets or stations. You might have to try a few before you get to one where you can trade.”

“We should risk this,” Eve said. Everyone turned to face the dark-haired beauty. “We need supplies for both our crew and the citizens of Uraniel. And I believe it might be of great use to us to know exactly what information Madalena Vaish obtained from District H. Our enemies at Elaka Nota must have sensed that we have been here. It might be worth it to isolate them on the station so I can use my magic to read their minds and discover how they are tracking us. Still, Adam is my captain. I will do what he decides.”

The five women turned to me, and I debated our options. Both Eve and Zea had made solid arguments, but I didn’t like the idea of traveling through space without food. We’d already done that, and as much as I hated Elaka Noka, going almost three weeks without a meal wasn’t an experience I wanted to repeat. I also thought Eve’s idea of using her powers to find out how they were tracking us was a good idea.

As long as we could do it without putting anyone in danger.

“Paula, can you buy supplies and find a cargo ship that will make a delivery to Uraniel?” I asked.

“Sure,” she said with a smile. “It might take me a bit of time though.”

“Do what you can do as quickly as you can do it.”

“Got it,” the blonde engineer replied.

“Kasta and Eve, I’d like you both to stay on Persephone until Zea and I are finished in District H.” I originally thought to have Kasta come with Zea and me, but the android was probably our best drone pilot besides the hacker, and I needed to bring Zea on this mission to retrieve the file. So I wanted Kasta defending the ship.

“Sounds boring,” the android said with a sigh.

“Maybe, maybe not. If Elaka Nota finds out we are here, they might come and try to take Persephone. I’ll need you both to be ready with our combat drones.”

“Ohhhh.” Kasta’s frown turned into a wide smile.

“Once Zea and I return from District H, we can plan a way of getting Eve around some of the Elaka Nota people so we can find out what they have planned for this station, and if they are following us.”

“You forgot about me,” Juliette said. “I’ll come with you and Blondie into District H. I’ll also make sure we keep tabs on Elaka Nota.” The policewoman pressed the button on her intercom. “Smith?”

“Yes, ma’am?” he replied.

“I’m going to call Captain Lennis and tell him he’s got a bunch of fuckers docking in his district. Escort Adam and Zea to the armory. Give them some sidearms and whatever other equipment they want. They don’t have time to return to their ship to arm themselves.”

“Uhhh, Lieutenant Colonel Larns?”

“That a question, Smith? Or do you just like saying my name? These people saved our asses from Nebula Gammon. You’d probably be a slave right now if not for them. Show a little respect.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll give them whatever they want.”

“Good boy. Send Sergeant Yeffers in right now, we are going on alert.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied, and Juliette pressed a button on her intercom to close the line.

“I need to let all the other captains know I’m expecting trouble from Elaka Nota, then I’ll meet you two in the armory and we’ll head over to District H. Captain Lennis can tie them up in the security check for maybe an hour or two, but I can’t just tell them to fuck off since we are a politically neutral station.”

“I understand. Thank you,” I said.

“Least I can do. Get some weapons from the armory in case of trouble. These calls will only take me a few minutes.”

The five of us nodded to Juliette and walked out of her cramped office. There were no cops immediately in the hallway, so we all turned to face each other.

“Keep your transponders open,” I said to my friends. “Elaka Nota might already know we are here and just make a straight line for Persephone.”

“Fuck, I don’t like this,” Zea objected. “Like I said before, the galaxy is a big place. They have to know that we are here. I can’t imagine they would show up here randomly.”

“Their information might be old,” Paula said as she ran her fingers through her hair. It was a movement she did a bit differently than her android twin, and it was one of the ways I could tell them apart. “They could be here because they heard you were, and they might just be digging for information from the citizens.”

“Or they could know we are here and are making a rush to Persephone,” Kasta said with a broad smile.

“You seem weirdly happy when you say that,” Zea said.

“I haven’t used the spider drone yet. Kinda looking forward to it, but I think I’ll test out the knights again.”

“You all have your orders. We’ll meet back on Persephone as soon as we can. Stay in touch,” I said to them, and they nodded.

We said our quick goodbyes, and the three women walked toward the front of the police station while Zea and I turned toward the armory. The hall branching off the main corridor was guarded by a pair of guards, but they didn’t get a chance to stop us. A mousy brown-haired man in a decorated uniform appeared on cue, and he told them to stand down.

“I’m Lieutenant Smith.” He introduced himself to us with a handshake.

“Nice to meet you. I’m Adam, this is Zea.”

“I’ll take you to the armory,” he said, and the guards stepped aside so we could walk through the doors.

I was familiar with the room, so it only took me a few dozen seconds to find a pair of larger caliber pistols. I grabbed some spare magazines for each, filled them with appropriately sized bullets, and then clasped the holster belt under my jacket so it would be a bit harder for the average citizen to see that I was packing two sidearms.

“Are you going to grab a rifle?” Zea asked as she checked one of the smaller pistols.

“I thought about it, but we’d stick out like sore thumbs if we carried something big. They are just getting back to peaceful times here. I don't think we’ll run into anything,” I answered.

“I would agree with that sentiment,” Lieutenant Smith said with a nod.

“Got it,” Zea said as she finished loading her pistol and slid it into her holster without even looking at it. I thought back to when we first met and she had pointed the rifle at me in the clothing store on Trappist - 1e. She was much more comfortable with firearms now, and the sight was arousing.

“We have some submachine guns with collapsible stocks on the far wall.” Lieutenant Smith pointed behind Zea. “They will fit under a long coat pretty well. We also have some polytherasteel riot armor. It’s a bit bulky on the shoulders and chest, but we haven’t labeled them with the Queen’s Hat security team branding yet so some people might think you are merely wearing part of a space suit.”

“Ahh. That’s really useful,” I said as I looked at the armor. Smith was correct about the bulwark being bulky. It almost looked like the power armor chest pieces the crew of Dance to the Dirge had worn. It was a dark shade of gray, with black trim. It was wide at the chest, with two overgrown shoulder pieces that would make it look like I didn’t have a neck when I wore it. It was all sorts of ugly, but I reasoned I was a bit spoiled from wearing the plates we found on Persephone. Armor needed to stop bullets and let me move, not look like I was a model on a fashion show.

I took off my coat, found the biggest sized armor, and donned it with a practiced set of movements. It was a bit too large for my chest, and I guessed it would be tight around me when I shifted, but it was probably the only one on the shelf that would work. The jacket I wore was sized for my tiger-man shape, and it fit over the bulky chest piece easily. Then I found some leg armor, and strapped it to my shins.

“You look kind of ridiculous, but also a bit scary,” Zea said to me as she picked a much smaller chest piece off the shelf. While she wiggled into it, I walked over to the wall with the submachine guns and removed one from its hanger. It had a holographic sight, sound and flash compensation muzzle, and a stock which could fold in on itself. The bullets were a smaller caliber than what I’d taken for my pistols, but the weapon looked functional. I made sure it had a full magazine loaded and put six more in ammo pouches I attached to my belt. The submachine gun fit fine under my coat, but it would be obvious to anyone with half a brain that I was wearing armor and packing a lot of heat.

Oh, fucking, well.

“I don’t really know how to shoot one of those,” Zea said as I held out a submachine gun to her.

“Just like the rifle, only it will be a bit harder to aim and piss through bullets faster,” I said.

“Oh, that sounds like an accident waiting to happen. How about I just stick with the pistol for now. I’ll take care of the computer, and you shoot the life out of any assholes who might try to stop us.” Zea smirked at me as she tightened one of the last straps on her new chest piece.

“Sorry I took so long,” Juliette said as she walked through the door. “You all ready?”

“Almost,” I said as I walked over to the crates that held grenades.

I pulled out three flash and two concussion grenades, slipped them into the pockets of my jacket, and hoped I wouldn’t have to use them, or the armor, or the submachine gun.

“Smith, I’m on the transponder. If you get a call from anyone about Elaka Nota, you let me know.” Juliette pointed at the device attached to the front of her uniform coat.

“Yes ma’am,” he said with a nod, and we walked out of the armory.

“You seem to be getting a lot of respect,” I said after the tenth person saluted Juliette in the hallways.

“Yep. Happens when you save the lives of a few million people. You’d be getting accolades also if you would have let me tell the senators about you.”

“We don’t need it,” I said. “We just want to help.”

“I get it. You all are good people. Even Blondie here.”

“Ha. Thanks,” Zea snickered as we left the police station.

“Yep. I gave you all a bunch of shit when we first met,” Juliette admitted.

“You already apologized,” I said. “It’s in the past. Now you--”

“I’d be alright hearing you apologize a few more times.” Zea shot Juliette a smirk as the redhead rolled her eyes.

“Alright, Blondie. I’m sorry I was such a bitch to you.”

“Ahh,” Zea sighed. “It’s like sweet music to my ears.”

“We done then?” Juliette asked as we made a right onto the main avenue that would take us toward District H’s shut door.

“For the next few hours, yeah. Then I might ask to hear it again.” Zea laughed. I was a bit surprised when Juliette joined her.

“So… what’s the deal with you two?” the policewoman asked after we had walked for five minutes in silence.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“You know what I’m talking about.” Juliette winked at me. “Are you two fucking, or not? Inquiring minds want to know.”

“It is none of your business,” Zea replied with a menacing glare.

“So no. Got it.”

“I didn’t say that,” Zea replied.

“You didn’t need to. I can read your body language.”

“You know, I was kind of starting to like you, but now…” Zea shook her head and sighed.

“Hey I get it, you don’t want me going after your man. Lots of pretty girls on that ship though. Adam, you want to take me out to dinner tonight? I can promise you dessert.” Juliette turned her green eyes on me and bit her bottom lip.

“Damn it, you are such a bitch!”

“I was talking to Adam. You aren’t fucking him, who’s really the bitch?” Juliette shrugged.

“That’s enough,” I demanded, and both women stopped talking. “Juliette, I’m in love with Zea. I value you as a friend, but I’m not interested. Sorry.”

“See? That’s a mature response from an adult. Blondie, you should be taking some notes.”

“For the love of--” Zea started.

“Enough,” I growled, and the two women turned to me. Fear flashed through both of their eyes, and I guessed I might have come off as a bit too angry.

“We’ve got a lot of shit to worry about right now. Juliette, please stop.”

“Alright. My apologies, again. I’ll stop pestering her.”

“Thanks,” I said to the redhead. Then I turned my gaze to Zea.

“Yeah. Whatever.” The hacker shrugged as she pointed down the street. “There’s the door. You got any idea about where we are going?”

“We can start at the location where Kitty Boy and Byron went to turn off the firewalls. We should be able to make it into the mainframe from there.”

“Can you please stop calling him ‘Kitty Boy’? Also, Adam knows exactly where that is, you didn’t need to come with us.”

“Maybe. This might not work. If it doesn’t, I know of two other places. You’ll be happy I went with you. Would take you hours otherwise. Trust me on this, Blondie.”

“Fine,” Zea said with an exasperated sigh. The tension between the two women was bothersome, and I wondered why they couldn’t get along. It was probably because they both had similar personalities. I knew that it sometimes made people bicker.

“Here is the door,” I said as I directed them back to our first obstacle.

“I’ll unlock it,” Juliette stated as she pulled a keycard out of her pocket. She ran it through the slot on the pad, and the massive door rolled up a few moments later. We got a few looks from citizens on the street, but Juliette’s uniform made it obvious that she was on official business. Therefore, no one said anything to us. As soon as the door was high enough for us to duck under, we did so, and Juliette closed it from the other side.

Zea and I hit the lights on our suits. We were both wearing pants and jackets over the tight flight suits, but there was enough light coming from exposed areas by our belts to see through the darkness. Juliette also carried a small hand flashlight that packed a surprising amount of light.

“Ugh. I hate this place,” Zea said after we walked through the dark city streets for a few minutes.

“Same,” Juliette agreed. “We are going to be performing repairs on the area in a few months, and we’ll open it again. Thanks to Eve’s help, all of the insurgents have been cleaned from the government and security force. Nebula Gammon is never going to return here.”

We continued our walk, and I tried to ignore the feeling of dread the dark city always gave me. “Did you have someone come here and clean up the bodies?” I asked.

“Yep. We won’t have to worry about rancid decomposing corpses.”

“That’s a relief,” Zea said.

“The station is up ahead,” I pointed out.

We reached the front of the building half a minute later. It seemed like forever ago I came here with Byron, but it had only been a few weeks. In fact, it was only six or seven weeks since Eve, Zea, and I escaped Trappist - 1e with Persephone.

Time flies when you’re having fun, or in our case, getting into a bunch of trouble that seemed to find us at every turn.

“Let’s try one of the terminal access points on the top floor,” Juliette suggested. “I don’t want to go down below to the command center unless we have to.”

“Why not?” Zea asked.

“I don’t think my transponder will work down there. Speaking of that--” Juliette reached for the device on the front of her uniform and pressed one of the buttons. “Smith? This is Larns. What is the status of Elaka Nota?”

“They docked five minutes ago. Captain Lennis reported he’s got a full spec-ops team there to receive them.”

“He has one for each of their ships?” Juliette asked.

“Yes, ma’am. I believe you put some terror into him,” Smith answered.

“That I did. Okay, we just reached one of our destinations here. Report back when Lennis gives you an update.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“This looks like a terminal port I can use,” Zea said as she stepped around the front desk of the lobby. The blonde hacker pulled her cord out of her pocket and plugged it into her skull, and then put another end into the hole where it looked like a terminal had once been.

“Do you remember the date and time. It was--”

“I remember. I’ll do my job, you do yours.” Zea interrupted Juliette.

“My job?”

“Yeah, resting bitch face.” Zea slid her eyes towards Juliette with a huge smirk on her face.

I expected Juliette to get upset, but instead, the beautiful redhead just laughed. “Okay. That was a good one.”

“I know, now let me work.” Zea cleared her throat and closed her eyes. I still had no idea how her computer stuff worked, and I reminded myself to talk to her about it one day. I didn’t know much about computers, but they were important to Zea, so I wanted to learn more about them.

“I can’t access the main system,” Zea said a few minutes later.

“We can try another one up here, then the control center at the bottom. I also know of a few other locations we could try if these don’t work.” As Juliette spoke, she turned her flashlight around to look out into the dark street.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“I thought I heard something,” the policewoman said.

“I didn’t hear anything,” I replied, but I still rested my hand on one of my pistols.

“Oh shit. Motherfucking ghosts.” Zea’s eyes were wide open.

“There is no such thing as ghosts, Blondie,” Juliette said.

“Uhh, hate to break it to you, but you are standing next to a guy who can turn into a tiger-man, and my other best friend is a vampire. Also, did you forget our story about the superpowered asshole vampire overlords? Yeah. I’m pretty sure there are all sorts of ghosts over here. Let’s get a move on to the next terminal.”

“Fair enough,” Juliette replied, and her mouth twisted a bit with concern. “I know where the captain’s office is. If that terminal doesn’t work, we can try the command center.”

“Lead on,” I instructed her.

We followed the Lieutenant Colonel deeper into the dark hallways of the abandoned police station. We walked for another two minutes, and she led us to an office roughly four times the size of hers.

“There should be a terminal port at that desk,” Juliette said as she pointed to the far side of the room. The place had obviously been looted. There was spray paint all over the walls, ceiling, and floor. There was even some paint on the broken bits of furniture stacked in the corner.

“Got it,” Zea moved over to the terminal station, sat down, plugged her cord in and sat motionless for a few long minutes. Finally, she sighed and pulled the cable out of the desk. “Nope.”

“Let’s go down to the command center,” Juliette said.

We followed her out of the office and down the hall to the stairwell where Byron and I once walked.

“Fuck, this place is so creepy,” Zea whispered as we descended the stairs.

“We’ll be done soon, Blondie,” Juliette soothed, but the hacker just grunted. When we reached the bottom door to the command center, the policewoman pulled out her card to unlock it. “Here you go. I’d try the center terminals first.”

“On it,” Zea answered as she moved toward the raised platform in the middle of the room.

“So…” Juliette whispered to me as soon as the hacker had moved across the room.

“So?” I asked.

“What’s the real deal with you two?”

“We are working on stuff,” I said.

“Stuff? What’s there to work on? Is it Eve? She’s obviously in love with you, too. I thought you and she were--”

“Listen, Juliette, come on. This isn’t really any of your business. Just leave it alone.”

“I’m nosy. It’s what I do. You’ve got four beautiful women on your ship. You aren’t sleeping with any of them? Are you gay?”

“No, I--”

“Maybe you prefer redheads?” she asked with a snicker.

“You are plenty good looking,” I said.

“I know I am, but thanks. You saying there is a chance? I’m not really looking for a relationship or anything. Just a roll in the hay, if you know what I mean. I find you hotter than the core of a blue star.”

“I can’t tell if you are joking or not,” I said with a sigh.

“I know. My sarcasm is part of my charm.”

“You do it because you don’t want to get hurt.”

“Maybe,” she said, and then she didn’t speak for a few moments.

“Nope! Damn it!” Zea called out.

“Shit,” Juliette swore. “That’s really weird. This thing has access to all the security systems on the station.”

“There is good news though,” Zea said as she walked toward us. “I was able to see someone accessed the system during that time frame. They didn’t copy anything over, but I saw their query search terms.

“Oh?” I asked.

“Yep. They were looking for something called ‘Parnarta.’ Ever heard of it?”

“No,” I said, “but it’s another lead.”

“I know of a few other places we can try. There is another one of Nebula Gammon’s administrative buildings around the corner.” Juliette pointed up, and we followed her to the stairwell.

“Smith, what is the status?” the police officer asked when we reached the first floor of the station.

“Captain Lennis has not replied, ma’am,” he answered.

“He’s probably in discussion with them about the hold time,” Juliette said. “Let me know as soon as he contacts you.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied, and she let go of the button of her transponder.

“Where is the next building?” Zea asked when we walked out the front of the police station.

“That way.” Juliette pointed to the right, but a second later she whipped her head in the other direction.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Don’t say you heard something,” Zea pleaded with a whisper.

“I heard something.”

“Fucking ghosts.” Zea put her hand on her pistol grip but didn’t draw it.

“I didn’t hear anything,” I said. “Trust me, I’d hear something moving. My ears are sensitive.”

“Must be my imagination,” Juliette said.

“I’m gonna trust your imagination. Let’s hurry the fuck over to this next terminal.” Zea was already walking into the darkness, and both Juliette and I had to take a few quick steps to catch up to her.

“Should be right around this corner,” the redhead said as she shone her flashlight at the second building on the left. “Yep. There it is. The ugly-looking three-story building.”

“It is rather ugly,” Zea said, “but I’m willing to ignore its warts if its got what we need so we can get out of here quicker.”

“Let me unlock the front door,” Juliette said as she slid her card through the key slot by the double steel doors at the entrance. The door didn’t make a clicking sound, so the redhead swiped the card again.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Lock isn’t working,” she said.

“I can try to--” Zea started to say, but Juliette interrupted her.

“The power is off. I don’t think you’ve got enough computer skills to fix that.”

“Nope. Shit.” Zea sighed.

I stepped into the doors and knocked lightly on the metal. It felt solid, but I wouldn’t know for sure until I gave it a few kicks.

“I don’t think that’s going to work,” Juliette said as I stepped back from the door.

“And it’s going to get the attention of all the ghosts and shit down here,” Zea whined.

“For the love of the stars, Blondie. You are a computer expert. There are no such things as ghosts.” Juliette covered her face with her hands as she let out an exasperated sigh.

Zea inhaled to reply, but before she could, I slammed my boot into the seam of the double doors. I hadn’t really expected it to work, but the locking mechanism snapped, and the doors flew open with a deafening crack.

“Huh. That actually worked,” Juliette said.

“After you.” I gestured into the dark building, and the policewoman entered.

“I’m just fucking with her, I don’t actually believe in ghosts,” Zea whispered as she leaned her mouth into my ear. Her breath was warm and soft against the side of my neck, and the darkness around us suddenly felt less oppressive.

“Ahh, I figured,” I replied.

“Well, I’m not gonna be surprised if there are ghosts and shit down here, but you know. I’m not too worried about it.” She chuckled and lightly slapped my ass before she walked inside.

“I’m not familiar with the layout of this building, but we can probably find the biggest office on the ground floor and use that one,” Juliette said as she pointed her flashlight beam past the small foyer and into one of the hallways. There were three leading out from the main entrance area, and I pointed toward the one on the far right.

Some of the doors were locked, but we eventually found an open one. The terminals in here weren’t looted, but the power wasn’t working, and Zea asked me to yank one of the machines off its desk so she could get to the connection which led into the ground.

“This shit is so old and crusty,” the hacker said with disgust as she plugged her cord into the slot on the desk.

“At least a hundred years.” Juliette shrugged, but Zea didn’t answer. She was doing her usual rigid stance while she closed her eyes.

“How does it work?” I whispered to her.

“Huh?” she opened one of her eyes to look at me, and the orb glimmered from the light on our suits.

“What do you see when you close your eyes? Sometimes you close them. Sometimes you don’t.”

“Oh, ahhh. It’s a command prompt nine times out of ten. Sometimes I’m able to really interface with it and I can get a GUI running.”

“GUI?” I asked.

“Graphical User Interface. I pretty much see what’s on the display screen. I can see it with my eyes open, but the light from our flashlights is kind of distracting.

“So it’s like having a screen in your eyes?” Juliette asked. “Why not just get display glasses?”

“It’s more to it than that, I don’t have to type, or do any sort of manual input. I can think of what I want to happen, and it happens immediately. Hacking is an art and a science of preparedness. I’ve built eighty-seven different executable tools I keep in my computer. When I first access a system, I’ll upload what I think I need to use into here,” she tapped her head where the cord plugged into her skull, “so I can instantly use it. I can also write code on the fly, build new tools, or mutate ones I already have if I need to. I would have to manually type all that in if I used a visor.”

“Makes sense,” I said. “Thanks for explaining it to me. Can you show me more when we have some downtime?”

“Yeah. I’d love to. Of course, we don’t really have any downtime.” She let out a little laugh, and it looked like her cheeks were blushing a bit.

“Hey, Blondie, enough flirting. Can you see anything in there or not?” Juliette sounded a bit annoyed, but Zea didn’t say anything in reply. She just closed her eyes and took a long breath.

“Yeah. I’m in. I started running a query on anything accessed through a connection in District H during that time stamp. This might take a few minutes.”

“Alright,” Juliette said, and she turned to the door of the office.

“Did you hear something?” I asked.

“Nope,” she answered flatly.

“You sure?” I asked.

“Just nervous. I didn’t hear anything, but I feel like we are being watched. It’s not a feeling I get often.”

“Fucking ghosts. I’m telling you, this place is haunted,” Zea said. She wore a shit-eating grin on her face, but her eyes were still closed.

“What was it you said about you doing your job and me doing mine?” Juliette grumbled to the hacker.

“Touché. I’ll shut up now.” Zea’s grin grew wider on her face.

“I trust your instincts. Wait here.” I stepped out into the hallway and glanced into the darkness. I didn’t hear anything, or smell anything, but I knew that the best pilots tended to have a sixth sense for danger. If Juliette was feeling uncomfortable, I was going to bet there definitely was something out here.

“I’ll go scout out front,” I whispered back into the room.

“I’ll go with you,” Juliette said.

“Hell, no,” Zea moaned. “I’m not staying in here alone. Can you both wait? I just need another minute or two.”

“I’ll stay,” Juliette said as she rolled her eyes.

The walk down the dark hallway back to the lobby of the building only took me thirty seconds, but I paused every few steps to listen. My hearing, sight, and sense of smell was more advanced than a normal human, but I still didn’t hear a sound in the dark, dead city. Nor did I smell anything. To ensure there absolutely was nothing there, I turned off the light on my suit and sat completely motionless for a minute and a half. It was a bit of a maddening experience to sit here in total darkness, but I still didn’t hear anything from inside the building or outside in the streets of District H.

“Sorry, nothing out there that I could find,” I reported to Juliette when I returned to the room where I had left the two women.

“Meh,” she said with a shrug.

“Zea, how we looking?” I asked.

“I just asked her, she didn’t answer,” Juliette said.

“I’ve got something. They accessed a file with the label P-A-*-*-*-A-*-T-A. Looks like the file was a bit corrupted. It’s a video log. Weird, its creation date was from over a hundred years ago. I’m downloading it.”

“How is a file created before the station was built on the mainframe?” Juliette asked.

“Shit, I dunno. They could have taken some storage drives from one of their old terminals. Maybe part of the station was built from another ship. Could be any reason.”

“The mystery is increasing a bit,” I said. “How did the crew from Dance to the Dirge know the file would be on this station?”

“We’ll probably know more when we get it back to Persephone. I’ve got it now. Let’s get the hell out of here.” Zea unplugged her cable from the terminal.

“It will be a ten-minute walk back,” Juliette said. “Let me check with Smith and see how the Elaka Nota situation is.” The redhead reached for her transponder. “Smith? What’s the status?”

“Still nothing, ma’am.”

“That’s strange,” Juliette said.

“He did say he would update me, ma’am.”

“Are you watching the video feeds for the port where they are?” Juliette asked.

Smith didn’t answer, and Juliette’s eyes narrowed.

“Smith? You better fucking tell me you are watching the video feeds.”

“Uhhh, no, ma’am. Captain Lennis told me that he would--”

“You idiot! Get them up! Now!”

“Yes, ma’am! I’m sorry. I just--”

“Shut the fuck up and turn on the video feeds!”

“I have a bad feeling about this,” Zea moaned.

“Oh my god. No!” we heard Smith cry out through the transponder.

“What?”

“They’re all dead! All of our security teams are dead!”

“Where are the Elaka Nota soldiers?”

“I don’t see them. It doesn't look like they are in the harbor anymore!” Smith’s voice was frantic.

“Shit,” Zea and I swore in unison as my stomach completed its seventh backflip.

“Fucking find them, and call all the other captains. Put the whole station on lockdown, red alert. We are under attack.”

“Yes, ma’am!”

“We need to get back to Persephone,” I said as I stepped back out of the door with the two women close on my heels.

“We should have enough time to get back. It will take them at least fifteen minutes to get to Persephone’s dock by train, and locking down the station will stop it from working.” Juliette sounded as if she was trying to reassure us, but it wasn’t helping much. I’d made the wrong choice. I’d guessed they might go for Persephone, but now that it was actually happening I wished I’d just taken Zea’s recommendation and made a run for it.

“You don’t know Elaka Nota. These guys are the--”

“Get down!” I shouted as I dove away from the street exit.

I saw the flash from a gun muzzle on the far roof of a building, and half a second later the bullet tore through the new cuirass and into my chest, shredding my right lung and passing out of my back as if I wasn’t even wearing armor. It should have hurt like hell, yet my mind numbed the pain. I was only concerned with making sure Zea wasn’t in the line of gunfire.

The blonde hacker was on the ground next to me, and for a split second, I feared that the armor-piercing bullet had passed through me and hit her. Then I realized she was uninjured, and I pushed her away from me just before the next rain of bullets peppered the entrance.

“Fuck!” Zea and Juliette both screamed as a torrent of metal slugs smashed into the floor at the doorway. I’d managed to roll out of the way so that I was lying beside Zea, and Juliette was still standing next to the double doors.

“You’re hit!”one of the women shouted, but I couldn’t tell who it was over the snare drum sound of the bullets hitting next to us.

“I’ll be okay,” I stated as I coughed out a mouthful of blood. For some reason, I still didn’t feel any pain, but it probably meant that my body was beyond shock. Most likely, I’d get a punch of agony in a minute or so.

“You don’t look like you’ll be okay.” Zea’s hands were on my shoulders, and her face was white with terror.

“This isn’t the first time I’ve been shot.” I tried to laugh, but instead hacked up another few cups of blood. The situation wasn’t really funny, but the bullet could have been twenty centimeters to my left and ended my life instantly, so there was at the very least a reason to smile.

I’d gotten lucky again.

The bullets stopped for half a second, and Juliette kicked one of her long legs into the right door. It swung closed and made a clicking noise, but the movement caused another flurry of gunfire.

“Looks like we can tell Lieutenant Smith that we know exactly where those Elaka Nota fuckers are,” Zea said as soon as the gunfire paused.
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Chapter 3

“Is there a back door?” I asked Juliette, or at least, I tried to ask her, but I ended up coughing when I tried to say “door.”

“I don’t know, but I’m surprised you can even talk.”

“I’m tough,” I rasped. “I don’t think the bullet was that large.” The monster in my stomach wanted to come out and obliterate our attackers, but I pushed it back with what was left of my willpower.

Then the pain from my chest wound punched into my mind, and my brain started to scream.

I’d be able to heal through this injury even without changing into my tiger-man form, but it would probably take me a good hour, and I’d need to drink a lot of fluids to replace the blood. The beast wasn’t happy with the delay, and it screamed in my mind. It didn’t have unlimited energy, but it could write checks that my human body would have to pay for at a later time. It was why I needed to sleep so much as soon as I shifted back into a human.

“How many do you think?” I croaked at Juliette as I tried to roll to my feet. The pain was excruciating. It felt almost impossible to push against the ground with my hands.

“At least six,” she said.

“I’m going to have to shift,” I said. I didn’t want to right now because it meant that I’d be out of commission as soon as we got back to Persephone, but if I didn’t switch, we might not make it back there.

“Blondie, see if you can kick the other door closed,” Juliette whispered to Zea.

“You are fucking crazy! There is no way--” Zea let out a gasp, and I turned to see a drone float in through the single open door. It looked like a thirty-centimeter wide metal eyeball. The robot made absolutely no noise as it traveled through the air, and I guessed they had been the source of Juliette’s uneasy feelings of being watched.

The drone also had a small gun mounted on the bottom, and it spun the weapon toward Juliette.

The redhead was surprised by the appearance of the robot, and she fumbled for the pistol at her hip. I reached for one of my own weapons, but both of my hands were occupied with pushing me off the ground. Zea was prepared ,though, and a single shot from her pistol pierced the floating machine in the middle of the eye. It zipped through the air like a punctured balloon and then slammed into the far wall.

Gunfire started streaming through the doorway again, and I heaved my bleeding body the rest of the way off the ground.

Then I let the animal take my body.

It screamed through my soul as my spine grew. The pain in my chest was temporarily forgotten as the brief fires of agony spread through the rest of my nerves, muscles, tendons, and skin. My feet expanded and pushed up against the sides of my specially crafted boots. My legs expanded and the jeans I wore creaked at the seams when the muscles there pushed against them. My human teeth fell out as the sharp tiger ones punched free of my gums. Then the lights from our suits turned a yellowish-reddish as my eyes completed their transformation. My chest no longer hurt from the wound, but it pressed against the material of my chest armor. It wasn’t uncomfortable, so I was glad I picked the bigger size.

“Let’s try the back,” I growled at the two women. Zea nodded, but Juliette’s eyes were open wide with surprise.

“That’s still unbelievable.” she gasped at me as another spray of bullets entered the doorway. She waited until there was a pause in the fire, and then she darted over to where Zea and I stood.

“Watch your eyes,” I said as I pulled one of the flash grenades out of my pocket and flipped the pin out. I had a guess as to where the shooters were standing, but I figured they were all looking at the doorway, so I rolled the grenade about a meter past the exit.

The flash went off and caused a chorus of screams to sound from outside.

Then we were running toward the back of the building.

“I’m gonna bet money that they have us surrounded,” Zea hissed as we ran.

“Are you always this cheery?” Juliette said.

“I am when it’s Elaka Nota,” Zea replied.

“Here,” I said as I turned a corner.

My sense of direction had always been better than average, and I knew we were running toward the opposite side of the building. Sure enough, a half minute later we were at the door marked “EXIT,” and I motioned for the women to stand back before I threw it open.

There was an immediate hail of gunfire, and the three of us cursed as we stepped away from the entrance. The door swung open with the flow of bullets, but then it bounced back on its hinges, and I was able to close it without reaching my arm out of the safety of the doorway.

“What now?” Zea asked.

“Up,” I said as I pointed back in the direction where we came from. There had been a door marked for stairs some ten meters down the hall, and I started to run toward it.

“Uhh. How are we going to escape if we go up?” the hacker asked after we had entered the stairwell.

“We aren’t,” I said as I shut the door behind us. “Run to the top floor.”

“Will they take our surrender?” Juliette asked.

“No,” both Zea and I answered as we ran up the steps. The building was only four floors up, so we made it in a quarter of a minute. At the top, I led them down the hallway toward the rear of the building again.

“How is your injury?” Juliette asked.

“Fine. I think it stopped bleeding,” I reported.

I saw a light up ahead. It was leaking in from the bottom of the door near where I thought the rear of the building was.

“Turn off your lights,” I ordered, and the two women turned off their lights a second after me.

“What’s the plan?” Juliette asked as we all stood in the darkness.

“I need to figure out where they are located. Then I’m going to take them out.”

“Uhh. When you say ‘take them out,’ I get the feeling you are going to do something really fucking crazy. Like, leave us up here, jump out a window, and kill all of them one by one.” I couldn’t see Zea, but I knew exactly what her face must have looked like from the tone of her voice.

“Something like that. Let’s go to the door with the light.” My eyes were getting used to the darkness, and I silently crossed the distance of the hallway before I pushed open the door.

It was a large office, and I guessed must have been used by one of the bosses of the Nebula Gammon station. It was a good twenty meters squared, with two leather couches, a wide drafting table, and a thick metal desk. Two sides of the wall had windows, and I saw beams of light from the street dance across the glass.

“Follow me inside and crawl to the right corner where the desk is. That is where you both will wait for me.” I pointed in the direction of the desk, and the two women nodded.

Then I dropped to my belly and crawled across the office toward the far windows.

The Elaka Nota soldiers must have known we were up in the building. There were too many flashlights shining into the windows for me to believe otherwise. I guessed my flash grenade fucked up whatever thermal vision they were using, but I doubted the effect would last for long. As soon as their helmets recalibrated, they would probably turn off the lights. Then I’d be blind while they could see.

I made it to the window farthest from the door to the office, and I quickly peeked down below. There were two armored figures down on the back alley, and one on the second floor of the adjacent building. I could also see a flash of light coming out of our building, so I guessed there was someone on the floor beneath us.

Shit.

I crawled backward from the window until I was back near the door to the office, and then I glanced out into the hallway to check for Elaka Nota soldiers sneaking up on us. There weren’t any, so I closed the door before I returned to Zea and Juliette’s corner.

“There is one in the building below us. Shoot anyone who comes through the door.” As I spoke, I pulled the new submachine gun out from under my coat and extended the stock.

Then I looked at the window.

“Adam, I was fucking joking about the window,” Zea hissed.

“I wasn’t,” I replied, and then I sprinted across the room.

I flipped the safety off on the gun and peppered the glass with a burst of bullets. The gun’s rate of fire was way higher than I expected. The trio of shots sounded as if it erupted from the barrel in one continuous noise, and the window turned into a crystalline spray of confetti a second before I jumped through it.

I was flying through the air of the dark city.

My submachine gun twisted downward as I sighted upon the flashlight of one of the Elaka Nota soldiers. I squeezed the trigger twice as I aimed at the point of luminance, but I had no idea if I’d hit them.

I now had to worry about the building I was leaping toward, so I twisted my gun back and shot at the window where I tried to aim my fall.

My gun spat again, and the glass window of the other building cracked a half-second before I broke through it.

I rolled into the room and pointed my weapon toward where I thought the Elaka Nota soldier on this level was. He was spinning around to aim at me, but he’d been surprised by my senseless act of stupidity, and I squeezed my gun’s trigger before his body had even turned a few degrees. The bullets from the submachine gun tore into him like an armada of metal wasps, and his blood sprayed out on the wall behind him.

I rolled backward toward the window I just jumped through and popped up on my feet. Then I aimed my weapon out the glassless window toward the building where Zea and Juliette were hiding. The soldier on the level below them heard the gunshots and the glass breaking; he was standing right next to his window looking for the source of the sounds. I throttled the trigger of my gun and emptied the rest of my magazine into the figure. He fell down below the edge of the window after the eighth or ninth bullet penetrated him, so I guessed he was dead, but I couldn’t confirm it.

Depending on how my aim was while in flight, there were either one or two assholes down on the street below me. I ducked away from the window a moment before the bullets hit the edge of the building, and the amount of gunfire indicated that both of the assholes were still alive.

Looks like I wasn’t quite the most super of super soldiers.

I shoved a fresh magazine into the submachine gun and pulled out another one of the flash grenades from my pocket. The pin came off with a flick of my claw, and then I tossed it out the window in the direction I knew the assholes were located. I heard the thing bounce on the street before it went off, and two voices screamed with agony when the light blinded them.

I leaned out the window and twisted toward the loudest of the screaming voices. My opponent was wearing a helmet, but it looked like it either wasn’t running any sort of vision correction augmentation, or it was still messed up from my earlier grenade. I almost felt bad for him, but these assholes imprisoned Eve for decades, they could go fuck themselves.

My fingers tightened on the trigger of my gun.

A spray of my bullets hit him, and while the first few seemed to bounce off his armor, the fifth or sixth punched through him and ended his life.

I pivoted to the second man. He was prone on the ground, so I guessed that one of my earlier shots I took while in mid-leap actually hit my target, but it hadn’t killed him, so he’d been able to shoot me back. It didn’t matter now, I squeezed the trigger of the submachine gun and the rest of the magazine emptied into his body.

I ran over to the corpse of the man I killed as soon as I came through the window. He was carrying a pistol sidearm, carbine rifle, and ammo belt with four grenades on it. I reloaded my submachine gun, folded the stock in, hung it back in its place under my jacket, and then yanked the man’s helmet off his head.

As I thought, there was a radio on the inside of the dome, so I yanked out the communication speakers and wrapped them around my head before I began to remove the man’s weapons, ammo, and grenades.

“Whiskey Squad, report,” a voice came over the feed, but I didn’t answer.

“Whisky Squad, we heard automatic fire from your side of the building. Report,” The voice demanded again.

“Roberts and Andrew both screamed, sir,” another voice said. “Then we heard more shots.”

“Victor Squad, what is your location?” the first voice asked.

“We’ve reached the rooftop of the building east of target. We don’t have a visual on Whisky Squad, but we do see the light from behind target building. Awaiting orders.”

“I want one on the roof, the other three approach from the north alley. So circle up and then back around.”

“Roger that, sir,” the voice replied.

I added the pistol and fragmentation grenades to my own belt and jacket pockets. The pistol was a smaller caliber than the two I currently wore, but the bullets looked to be the same size as what I was using in my submachine gun. I took all of the equipment, and then I grabbed the carbine and five magazines for it. The weapon was much beefier than the submachine gun, and it also had a holographic sight mounted on top. Not that I needed it in the darkness, but it would be a good addition to Persephone's armory.

If I made it out of here alive.

The voice on the radio had told Victor Squad to come at me from the north alley. I guessed the commanding voice meant my left side, and I crept toward the windows in that direction. This was another office type building, but most of the desks and terminals were looted, so I had to carefully step over broken pieces of furniture on my way to the window.

There were a single desk and broken terminal screen near a window. I was able to position myself against a pillar and glance out onto the alleyway using the reflection on the cracked screen. It wasn’t a perfect view, but it meant that I could watch for movement or light without pressing my face against the window.

A half minute passed before I spotted a flicker of light down below in the reflection of the monitor.

“Victor Squad, update,” The voice on the comms ordered. The volume was a bit too loud, but I didn’t know how to adjust the audio through the bare wires I ripped out of the helmet.

“We are approaching,” a woman’s voice whispered. “No sign of activity.”

I saw more of the figures below in the alley. They would have been impossible to see with normal human vision and very difficult in my human form, but the shifted tiger-man eyes could see in near darkness. The light from the soldier’s helmet displays gave me enough illumination to be able to count them. There were three, and they slowly moved toward the alley intersection where I leapt through the air. Once they got there, they would see the bodies of the two men from Whisky Squad that I killed.

I decided it would be best if I killed this group before they got there.

I scanned the windows where I stood to see if there was any way I could open them. I didn’t see handles on any, but I did see a cracked pane a few meters closer to the corner of the wall where I stood. Moving over there would probably alert the soldiers below me that I was up here. So I crept back into the room and away from the window. Then I made my way over so I stood in the opposite corner.

I didn’t have a visual on my enemies anymore, but I recalled about how fast they were moving through the alley, and I figured they would be below the hole in the window within a few seconds. I pulled out one of the fragmentation grenades, flipped out the pin with a flick of my thumb. Then made my best attempt to fling the bomb through the hole in the window without breaking any more of the glass.

My aim was true, and the grenade sailed through the window without a sound. I lobbed with just enough heat on the grenade to get it out of the building, and then I saw it drop almost immediately. I heard it bounce, I heard a gasp of surprise, and then I heard the explosion’s roar. The bomb was actually much more powerful than I thought, and half of the windows on my level shattered from the blast.

I dashed to the edge of the window, but I kept my eyes level so I could see the surrounding rooftops. Sure enough, I caught the illuminated dot of someone’s gun sight on the adjacent roof, so I pointed my newly acquired carbine toward the dark shape. I hoped the explosion would have distracted my target for a few seconds, and maybe they wouldn’t have their attention on me, but their guns flashed as soon as I pulled my own trigger, and I had to dive down below the seam of the window. A burst of bullets tore through the remaining glass on the windows above me, and I crawled to the left so I could pop back up with a new position.

“What was that? Victor Squad, report,” the voice asked.

“There was a grenade. I think they are all dead. I had visual and exchanged fire with a figure on the third floor,” a voice replied through my makeshift headpiece.

“Keep an eye on the target. Bravo Squad, I need you to move from your position at the entrance of the target building and move to the north. Look for the enemy on the upper floor.”

“Roger, Control,” another voice answered. “We are moving,”

“Charlie Squad, I need eyes over that area. Where are your drones?” the man they called Control asked.

“You asked me to move them toward the escape route. I can return them.”

“Return them. My suspicion is that they are trapped in one or both of these two buildings.”

“Roger, Control,” Charlie Squad reported.

“Uniform Squad, enter the primary target and sweep it for the targets. See if you can locate Whiskey Squad.”

“Roger, Control. We are moving.”

I let out a mental growl and tried to figure out what to do next. I guessed Uniform Squad was entering the building where Juliette and Zea were hiding. That wasn’t good, but I also had another squad heading in my direction. Then there was the fucker on the other roof waiting for me to make a move and a group of drones that would be here in a few dozen more seconds.

I was about to be pinched from four different directions.

My mind spun for a precious second as I weighed the various strategies. None of them sounded feasible, but there was one strategy which always seemed to serve me well up until this point in my life. It was a belief the monster in my soul agreed with: always protect your women.

I crawled back more toward the center of the room where I killed the first Elaka Nota soldier. I didn’t know if the gunman on the roof could get a clear shot at me from where I was, but I didn’t want to risk it, so I tried to keep my body away from any angle where he might be able to set his crosshairs on me. As soon as I made it back to the window I crashed through, I poked my eyes up over the lip of the shattered frame and glanced back at the building where Zea and Juliette hid. I wouldn’t be able to jump across and up to the same floor they were on, but I could probably cannon ball through the second-floor window. Then I would be in between the women and Uniform Squad.

It wasn’t the best plan I’d ever come up with, but I would have to make it work.

I crawled back to the rear of the building, crouched on my feet, took a deep breath, and prepared for the gunman on the roof to put a dozen bullets into me as soon as I started running.

Then I started sprinting across the room.

Sure enough, the fucker on the roof saw my movement and started shooting, but I could run fast in this shifted form, and all of his shots hit the floor a meter or so behind me. Then I was leaping through the window, flying through the alley, shooting out the other window, and crashing through in an acrobatic roll that actually surprised me. I had a dozen cuts on my arms, but they healed as soon as I came to my feet and dashed through the door leading into the hallway.

“Movement across the buildings! It looks like he jumped from one to the other!” the sniper on the roof called out across their headsets.

“From where to where?” Control asked, but I was moving through the hallways already, and I saw the glow from flashlights pour through the crack of the stairwell doors. I pushed them open as quietly as I could as I pulled a grenade from my belt.

“He moved into the first building where Uniform Squad is. I think he’s on the second or third floor. He’s really fucking fast, I almost didn’t’--” the sound of my fragmentation grenade going off in the stairwell cut off the rest of his words. There were screams from the squad below, and I leaned over the stairs with my carbine ready.

I spotted two of them easily, it looked like the grenade had shredded through the armor, but I pumped a few extra shots into them for good measure. Each of the carbine’s bullets tore through the armor as if it was made of cheap aluminum. The bullets were much more effective than the shots from my submachine gun, and I realized these fuckers were probably all carrying armor piercing rounds.

Elaka Nota wasn’t playing around. They wanted Persephone back.

They wanted Eve.

The beast in my soul thrashed through my brain, but I ignored it and jumped down the center of the stairwell. It was only a six or seven-meter drop, and the maneuver surprised the two other Elaka Nota soldiers who managed to escape my grenade by ducking back into the hallway. My bullets tore through both of their helmets, and they died before they could update the rest of their squads.

“Uniform Squad? What is your status?” Control asked, and he sounded quite concerned.

There was no answer, of course, and I replaced my carbine’s empty magazine with one of the full ones from a corpse. Then I remembered they were armor piercing, and grabbed another four of the ammo pouches. Then I snatched a few more grenades to replace the two I just used. I wanted to take my time and get all of the ammo from these fucks, but it would weigh me down too much, and probably cost me too much time to loot.

“Uniform Squad? Do you copy?” the man paused. Then I heard him growl into the headset. “Charlie Squad, where are my drones?”

“Be there in five seconds, Control,” a voice answered.

“Bravo Squad, I need you to double back and enter the front of the building behind Uniform Squad. Be prepared for resistance.

“Roger, Control. Moving back,” a voice confirmed.

“Whiskey Squad, hold your position and keep eyes on the building from the back side. Alert us to any movement.”

“Understood, Control,” the sniper said.

I looked around at the bodies and contemplated my next move. The sniper was a problem. The drones were a problem. The men about to come in through the front door were a problem, but the real pain in my ass was this fucker directing everyone. I needed to put a bullet in his head; then it would be much easier to take down the rest of these soldiers.

I yanked the last two bodies out of the hallway and into the stairwell area. The door opened inward toward the stairs, and an idea popped into my head. I pushed one of the bodies up against the door, yanked a grenade off the ammo belt, and then wedged it between the corpse's’ leg and the door frame. The jury-rigged bomb squeezed into the spot just fine, and I carefully slid the pin out of the handle. The release didn’t pop, and I let out a long sigh.

I crouched by another corpse and untied the laces of their boots. It was actually easier than I thought it would be with my claws; I merely sliced through the knot at the top, pinched one end, and then yanked the long cord out. Soon I held four long laces in my paws. I tied them together, looped it around the door handle, and ran the line up the guardrail of the stairs one level up. I tied this end to the pin of another grenade, and let it dangle under the bar. The two traps were primitive, but it would at least let me know as soon as Bravo Squad tried to access the stairs.

I hauled ass back up the steps to the second floor while I considered my next steps. Control needed to die, but the tiger in my soul didn’t like the idea of leaving his women alone in the building. Still, the man needed to be dealt with, and it wasn’t going to happen if I sat in here. I had no idea how many more squads there were out there, and I didn’t like the idea of being trapped in this building for another minute. There was probably another group of Elaka Nota assholes heading toward Persephone, and each minute I spent here was also putting Eve, Kasta, and Paula in danger.

I ran toward the front of the building, in the direction of the main street, and slowed a bit when I reached the door to an office that I thought was close to the end of the structure. I pushed the door open slowly and glanced into the dark room beyond.

The area looked as if it had once been an employee lounge. There were broken vending machines, a smashed up refrigerator, destroyed couches, and broken chairs littering the space. Across the way were windows, and most of them were broken.

“Drones are here, Control,” a voice reported.

“Can you send them into the building?” Control asked. “I see broken windows on the second and third floor at the front.”

His words were a clue, and I ducked down to see if I could get an angle out of the windows that would reveal the man’s position. If I were him, I would have taken a spot on the roof across the street from the target building. Then I would have been able to get a good visual on the place while I directed the troops.

“Control, there are also two broken windows on the rear of the building,” the sniper from Whiskey Squad said.

A growl escaped my chest. If the drone came in through the back window of the fourth floor, it would see Zea and Juliette. I was sure they could handle themselves, and shoot down the robot, but then Elaka Nota would know exactly what their position was.

“Charlie, send your drones in the front and back.” I heard Control say through my headset wire.

“Roger, Control.”

I readied my carbine and stepped back in the hallway so I was only peeking out a bit. The eyeball-done drifted past the window outside of the building, and it turned to see through the mess of broken glass. The pilot didn’t appear to notice me on the other side of the wall, so I guessed the drone wasn’t running any sort of thermal vision.

The eyeball rose in the air a bit, bobbed a few times, and then moved through an opened spot in the window. It was a tight fit, and I gave a bit of kudos to the pilot for getting through it without scraping the glass.

I was still going to kill him.

An explosion sounded behind me, and I heard a distant shout of surprise. I didn’t know if both of the traps triggered, but the shout was comforting. I guessed I had at least hurt one or two soldiers in Bravo Squad.

“Megat and Nik are down! There was a grenade planted behind one of the doors! We’ve found the bodies of Uniform Squad! They are all dead.” The voice was a woman’s, and she was more angry than surprised.

I didn’t wait for Control’s response. Instead, I shot the eyeball shaped drone in the room. Then I sprinted toward the window and checked the roofline of the buildings across the street. There was a glow of magenta colored light from the window in the top floor of a building at my two o’clock position. I guessed that Control was in there.

“Someone just shot my drone down! Front of building, second floor!”

I jumped back from the window as lights poured over the glass. Then the bullets started to zip through the air, and I dove back behind the wreckage of the tipped over fridge. I doubted the metal there would stop one of the armor piercing bullets, but I would take whatever protection I could get.

The bullets stopped a few moments later, and I prepared myself to sprint. The bullets confirmed my suspicion that there was another squad of soldiers out front or guarding Control. I’d killed a lot more of these fuckers, but I was still trapped in the building, and I wasn’t really any closer to being able to end the conflict.

I thought of another risky idea and pulled one of my flash grenades out of my pocket.

“My drone has spotted him! He’s still in the room. Southeast corner behind some--”

I threw my flash grenade out the window and waited for the explosion to pop while my head was turned. I could still see the brightness through my eyelids, and I guessed anyone looking in my direction were blinded. I’d only get this one chance to try and kill Control, so I was going to risk leaving Zea and Juliette alone for a few minutes.

People started screaming into my headset.

I ran toward the window, shot out the glass of the nearest one, and then dove to the street below.

I rolled as soon as I landed and came up with my carbine pointed toward the glow of control terminals. There was a cluster of drone pilots with stations set up under the stone awning of the building across the street there, and they were guarded by three armored soldiers.

All of them were covering their faces or helmets with their arms.

My borrowed carbine sang, and the bullets shredded through computer terminals and armored bodies with morbid indifference. The group of pilots and their guards died before they could see their killer, but these people wanted to murder me, and my women. They worked for a company who had enslaved most of a solar system. They deserved whatever death my bullets brought them.

“He’s out on the street! He’s killed all of Charlie Squad! Fall back to the front of the building! He’s running toward my location! Hurry!”

I reached the side of the building where Control just confirmed he was. There was a fire escape on that side of the structure, and I ran up the side of the wall some three meters before I pushed off and jumped. My left paw hooked around the edge of the fire escape’s bottom railing. My bicep and back flexed as their strength launched me up onto the platform. Then I was running up the stairs toward the top floor.

“Does anyone see him?” Control’s voice was frantic.

It should have been.

“I’ve got him!” It was that damn sniper from Whiskey Squad, and a bullet smashed into the wall of the building a half meter behind me.

But I was already on the top floor, so I dove through a window before he could get another shot off. The glass cut my face, ears, and arms in a hundred places, but they healed some five seconds later, and I didn’t pause my run toward where I thought the Control fucker was located.

I turned a corner, then turned another corner, and growled with frustration because he wasn’t where I thought he would be located. Then I heard the sound of a gun’s slide being pulled, and I immediately turned toward a closed door. My ears gave me a pretty good idea of where he was, so I held down the trigger of my carbine, and sent a full magazine of bullets punching through the walls and door.

His scream cut off in mid crescendo, and I reloaded before I went through the door. This man was obviously an officer of some sort. His armor wasn’t as bulky as the other soldiers, and it bore three golden flower looking stars on each shoulder.

He had a terminal opened, but my bullet punched through the screen in two places. The actual computer was only the size of my human hand, so I disconnected it from the screen and slid it into my pocket. I was feeling pretty good about us getting out of this alive, and I was sure Zea would be able to dig into the hard drive for juicy details.

“Zea and Juliette. There are two more soldiers in your building and one sniper outside.” I spoke softly into the transponder and hoped the two soldiers who had been in their building left to stop me from killing their commanding officer.

Three against one was still shitty odds, especially if one of them was a sniper with a good guess about my location.

My friends didn’t answer me. I hadn’t wanted to communicate with them earlier for fear that our attackers would hear the transmission, but it might have been a terrible idea.

“Shit,” I growled under my breath and tried to keep my imagination in check. The women were probably okay, but their lack of a response made the animal rage against my chest while my fear spun in my stomach.

I crouched low and moved toward the window facing the building my friends were in. I had a good idea about where the sniper was, so I kept to one of the parts of the wall that didn’t have a window positioned so he could see me. It also meant I couldn’t see if he changed position, but that was okay for now. If he decided to move on to the street, we would be on equal footing.

I caught a glimpse of the two soldiers from Bravo Squad exiting the other building. One of them was limping, but they still pointed their carbines toward the window where I hid. There was no light in the room because the terminal screen was destroyed, but each of the Elaka Nota soldiers had lights at the end of their short rifles.

I aimed at the one who wasn’t injured and sent a burst of bullets through the window. The figure twisted on the street, but my shots were well placed, and they ripped through the woman’s chest piece and helmet. Her gun twisted as she fell, and the light spasmed through the sky of the deserted city.

I moved my sight over to the soldier who was limping. He tried to duck behind the doorway, but I filled the edge of the building with bullets, and his dead body toppled over.

Then I dived down to the floor of the room and rolled to my right. The sniper’s rounds punched through the walls, windows, and ceiling of the room a second after I rolled, so all of the shots missed me. When he stopped firing, I crawled back toward the door opposite the window.

“Adam?” Juliette asked through the transponder. Her voice was a whisper.

“Yeah, I’m okay. Where is Zea?” I asked.

“I’m okay. Back in the room where you both left me,” the hacker whispered.

“Juliette left?” I asked.

“I just shot this sniper in the back of the head,” Juliette said. “Snuck up on him when he was trying to pump you full of bullets.

“Damn, good job. I think that is the last of them, but just to be sure, let me check the streets.”

“Are you okay?” Zea asked.

“I’m fine. Just stay put. I’ll let you know when to come out.” I stood and moved back to the fire escape. It would be quicker getting down than taking the stairs in the building.

“I’m okay also. In case you were wondering,” Juliette huffed.

“Give me a break,” Zea moaned.

“What? He’s all worried about you. I have feelings too, you know.”

“I’m glad you both are fine. Now shut up so I can make sure it is safe,” I growled, and the women stopped talking.

I moved out the window and onto the fire escape. It only took me a few moments to get down, and then I paused at the corner before I darted across the street.

Still no movement, so I risked turning on the lights on my flight suit. A few of the beams came out from my waist where there was a break between my jeans, jacket, and armored coat, but it was enough to see most of the street.

Still no movement.

“Zea, hold your position. Juliette, come meet me at the southeast corner of the building Zea is in.”

“Got it,” the policewoman said, and I ran to the edge of the building to meet her. She was carrying the rifle of the man she just killed. It had a barrel about three times longer than the carbine I carried, and a massive thermal screen display scope.

“Zea, we are coming for you,” I said, and Juliette followed me into the building. We made it to the stairwell now filled with ruined corpses, and then continued our way up the stairs to the fourth floor.

Then I opened the door, checked the hallway, and told Zea to come out.

“Hi,” Zea whispered to me as soon she joined Juliette and me.

“Hi,” I replied. I was a bit surprised when my voice came out like a purr.

We moved down the stairs, and I told each of the women to pick up a carbine and as much ammo as they could carry.

“I can’t carry the sniper rifle and the carbine,” Juliette said.

“I can take it,” I replied as I took the long gun from her and then put the strap over my shoulder. The weapon was going to be useful to take with us, but I wanted to make sure we were all carrying firearms we could use at closer range.

“Hurry,” I urged as Zea picked through the bloody bits of body parts. Her face was pasty white, and she definitely looked like she was going to puke.

“There were more corpses out front with guns and ammo,” Juliette reminded me as we moved out of the stairwell.

“I think we are clear,” I said once the women looted the rest of the ammo from the two corpses at the front of the building. “Let’s get back to Persephone.”

“Smith, we got attacked in District H. What is the status of Elaka Nota?” Juliette asked into the transponder.

“Lieutenant Colonel Larns! I couldn’t reach you through your transponder. I thought you were--”

“Save the small talk, Smith. What the fuck is going on?” Juliette barked.

“I’ve alerted all security captains in all districts, and I have all of the Elaka Nota on screen. There look to be two groups. One is going the long way counter clockwise, and they are at District F. The other is at District C, that one is stuck on the tube train at the blue stop, and Captain Horn’s Spec Op team has weapons on them.

“What about the one in F?” Juliette asked.

“We are still trying to contain them, but Captain Manpre has a blockade set up at-- Holy shit!” The man let out a shout of dismay, and Juliette’s jaw hardened.

“Smith? What’s wrong?”

“The group in District C just deployed a half dozen dog sized spider drones. They are tearing into Horn’s men!”

“Fuck!”

“They are heading to Persephone,” Zea said. “I hate to say I told you all so, but I told you all so.”

“Smith. Tell Sergeant Yeffers to get all of our team suited and guarding the entrance to our harbor. Got it?”

“Yes Ma’am,” he said.

“I’m going to meet you there.” She clicked off her transponder and looked at us.

“How long will it take for Elaka Nota to get to the harbor where Persephone is at?” Zea asked.

“Hard to say. If they run, ten or fifteen minutes,” Juliette answered.

“How long will it take for us to get--” I started to ask, but she interrupted me.

“More than fifteen, even if we run.”

“Then we better fucking hurry,” I said.

And we ran through the dark abandoned streets of the massive space station.
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Chapter 4

We made it to the gate between District H and B about five minutes later. Zea and Juliette were running at their full speed, but it was just a mild jog for me. As we ran, I was able to update Paula, Kasta, and Eve about the situation. Paula was still out trying to buy supplies, so she was returning to Persephone empty handed.

“Are you going to change back?” Juliette asked as she swiped her card into the keypad with a quick flourish.

“He can’t. He has to sleep as soon as he does,” Zea said.

“Shit. Well, looks like everyone in District B will have some horrific stories to tell about a giant tiger-man with a bunch of guns running through the streets. Of course, I’ll be running with you, so it’s going to be hard to deny any of the tales. Fuck me.”

“It could be worse,” I said. “Nebula Gammon could have taken the station. Everyone could be dead or enslaved.”

“True.” She smirked at me as we all ducked under the door and into the lighted streets of District B.

There were plenty of people on the streets, and most of them screamed when they saw me running.

The beast didn’t care. It enjoyed the sounds of their terror and the scent of their fear. It was pure animal nature. The part of my brain that wanted to kill, fuck, or rule the galaxy was pleased. These people should be screaming because the monster was their better.

But my human mind still felt a sting of shame when I saw a pair of children look at me and scream with absolute terror.

These people feared me. I scared them. They thought I would kill them with my guns, maim them with my claws, or eat them with my jaws. I hadn’t wanted to be this monster; it wasn’t my choice, but now I was this horrific effigy that would give those poor kids nightmares.

It was my fault. If I hadn’t deserted the Marines, I wouldn’t have joined the Yakuza. Then I wouldn’t have gone to prison or been sold into slavery.

But then my sister would be dead, and my mother would have been in lifelong debt.

I forced my mind from the past to focus on the future. It didn’t matter if these people were afraid of me. I wasn’t going to hurt them. I’d made plenty of mistakes in my life, but I always tried to do right by others. I should have been killed a thousand times over, but I wasn’t dead. I was alive, and on a ship with four beautiful women. Two of which I was in love with. Yeah, we seemed to find trouble at every turn, and we had a long list of enemies, but life was pretty damn good, and I was going to fight to keep my friends safe.

“Adam, my drones are hearing gunfire out in the harbor.” I guessed it was Kasta’s voice on the transponder.

“Shit,” I growled and debated sprinting ahead of Zea and Juliette. I could probably make it there in a few minutes, but there was still another group of Elaka Nota soldiers on Queen’s Hat, and I was certain they knew what Zea looked like.

“Almost there!” Juliette yelled, but I guessed there was still another two kilometers to run.

“Kasta, can you send some of your recon drones out into the harbor to see what is going on?” I asked into the transponder.

“The battle is out past the tube. Security has set up a barricade, but Elaka Nota has these fast moving spider drones that look to be armored. They are cutting into Juliette’s forces.”

“Fuck!” the redhead shouted as she started to run faster.

“You want us to stay inside of Persephone? Or should we take some of our drones out and see if we can help?” Kasta asked.

I looked at Juliette, but the woman was too busy running to answer. If the twins took out either the knight or spider drones, they would probably be able to help the police forces fight back against Elaka Nota, but we ran the risk of losing them if we had to hyperdrive out of here on Persephone.

“Yeah. Help out Juliette’s people. If we can stop Elaka Nota here, we might not have to leave,” I said.

“Got it,” Kasta replied, and then we continued our run.

We hit the main stretch of street which ran parallel to the tube train and took a left. The route would take us past the police station and into the harbor, but we still had another kilometer to go. I did see the lines of battle up ahead, and I realized we could ambush Elaka Nota from behind.

“Hold on,” I said as I slowed. Zea and Juliette looked at me with confusion, and I pointed to the edge of the nearest tube platform. It rose a good two meters up before it met the area where the train boarded, and I leapt up the stairs in a single jump.

“What are you--” Juliette started to ask, but I interrupted her.

“How many rounds do you have for this?” I asked as I set down my carbine and took the sniper rifle off my back.

“I’ve got four more clips. Here.” She yanked an ammo pouch off her belt and threw it up to me.

“I want you two to take position over behind that stone planter,” I said to them as I pointed off to my side. The wall was about a meter tall, and it held a planted tree and grass. The small patch of nature was three meters wide by four meters long, and I guessed the dirt and rock would be able to stop Elaka Nota’s armor piercing rounds. “Don’t give up your position until I tell you to start shooting, just sit there until my command. Got it?”

“Got it,” they both said in unison as they ran over to the planter and readied their carbines.

I went into a prone position on the raised platform and arranged the magazines on my left side so I could reach them quickly. Then I peered through the digital sight of the sniper rifle. The display was very high quality, and I could see a combination of mixed heat signature and detailed optics. It was no wonder the asshole almost put a bullet in me half a dozen times. If this weapon shot even half as good as the optics, I’d be able to clip a fly’s wings at five hundred meters.

I panned the crosshairs over the gathered Elaka Nota troops. None of them were looking in my direction, so I assumed that they were confident we weren’t here. I’d probably be able to get four or five shots off before they guessed I was behind them, so I’d have to make them count. I passed over a group of what looked like drone pilots and then swung my crosshairs back toward them. There were three, and they were sitting behind a group of heavily armored soldiers who carried heavy riot shields. The pilots looked like very juicy targets, and I set my crosshairs on one in such a way so it looked like I might be able to take two of them out with one shot.

I pulled the trigger, and the skulls of both pilots disappeared in a cloud of red mist and flying skull bits.

I moved the rifle to the side a half a millimeter and put another bullet through the third and final pilot before he even had a chance to realize I’d just killed his two friends. The rifle’s firing action was incredibly smooth, and the beast only kicked back in my shoulder a bit. It felt like I could fire the thing all day without fatigue, and I noticed there was a useful bullet counter displayed in the right corner of the sight. There must have been some sort of sensor in the magazines that connected up to the optics. It was a nice feature, and the reading notated I had four more shots left before I would have to reload, or five if I cared to yank back on the lever and put a fresh round in the chamber.

It only took those two shots for me to fall in love with the weapon.

I panned over to one of the guards holding the shield and his chest vaporized as soon as I feathered the trigger. The shield he held also cracked, split, and crumbled as the bullet punched through it. The other Elaka Nota soldiers were focusing their fire on Juliette’s guards taking cover on the far end of the harbor, so I squeezed the trigger three more times to take out the rest of the shield guards. Each of them seemed to explode as the large bullet blew through their armor.

I felt the beast’s bloodlust screech through my chest as I reached for another magazine. I hadn’t checked these bullets to see if they were of the same armor piercing material as in my carbine, but it might not have mattered. The bullets were twenty centimeters deep and three centimeters wide. I imagined each round had more than enough power to pierce everything short of spaceship armor.

I popped the new magazine in and adjusted my aim toward the next set of Elaka Nota soldiers. Only a few seconds passed since I first began firing, so none of my enemies noticed the death of the drone pilots. I needed to make the most of my opportunity, so I fired as quickly as I could aim. The rifle was beyond accurate, and each of my trigger pulls resulted in the instant death of each of my targets. The shots soon filled the air with the sweet smell of gunpowder, and the scent made the monster in my DNA howl with glee.

I was tearing into their main forces now, and each of my ten shots brutally murdered one of their armored soldiers. There was still some dozen of them left, but the tide of the battle had taken a dramatic turn, and the Elaka Nota group were now falling back to cover instead of aggressively pressing against the Queen’s Hat police force.

I should have retreated or tried to change position, but I decided to risk a few more shots and reloaded the rifle. The movement did cost me a bit of time, and I felt a few bullets hiss past my head.

Elaka Nota realized I was picking them off, and three of their soldiers made a sprint toward the planter Zea and Juliette hid behind. They intended to flank me, and I grabbed the magazines from the ground before I began my backward crawl away from the ledge of the train platform.

My opponents saw my movement, so they leaned over the top of the planter to shoot at me. I tried to press myself into the stone platform, and it felt like their bullets were hitting only centimeters above my back. Still, I couldn’t continue my crawl backward without risking a bullet, so I would have to leave the three men to Juliette and Zea. It wasn’t an option I liked, but I’d waited too long to change position.

There was another spray of gunfire from where the majority of the Elaka Nota soldiers were and another spray from the planter. One of the bullets grazed the top shoulder piece of my armor. It didn’t do any damage, but it reinforced the fact that I was pinned down.

Then I heard a pair of machine gun sounds from the direction of the harbor. It sounded like two amplified chainsaws revving at full speed. The noise was almost immediately followed by a chorus of alarmed screams. I risked a glance up past the edge of the train platform where I lay and saw two armored knight-drones, Kay and Arthur, lumber toward the line of Elaka Nota soldiers. Half of the armored figures were down, but I counted six more taking shots at the shield carrying drones. The bullets actually pierced Kay and Arthur's armor, but the damage didn’t seem to slow the gait of the massive robots.

Then they both swung their machine guns toward the Elaka Nota soldiers, and a stream of bullets poured out of the business end while a rainbow of copper casings arched through the air.

The Elaka Nota soldiers melted under the hail storm of bullets. Their corpses littered the ground in a heap of blood, guts, and brain matter. I glanced over to the trio of soldiers who now took cover behind the planter next to Zea and Juliette, and I saw both of the women standing over Elaka Nota corpses.

It looked like we’d won this second round.

“You okay?” I shouted over to Zea and Juliette.

“Yep,” Juliette called back, but Zea just nodded.

The redhead turned to the hacker and leaned into her ear. I couldn’t hear what she said to Zea, but my friend nodded as she stared down at the corpses by her feet.

I slung the sniper rifle over my shoulder, put the magazines in one of my ammo pouches, and then picked up my carbine. By the time I finished, Zea and Juliette had made their way over to me, and I saw thirty of the Queen’s Hat security team members making their way toward us.

“Smith, what’s the status of the third group? How about the other Elaka Nota ships? Are there any more assholes coming out?”

“Third group has been held up at District G, ma’am. No more soldiers are exiting the Elaka Nota ships.” Smith sounded relieved.

“Who is the lieutenant on duty in District D now? Natat?”

“No ma’am. I think he was killed by Elaka Nota. Freeda also.”

“Shit. Who’s the shift sergeant? I want him or her to manually eject their ships and blow them out of fucking space with our cannons.”

“I’ll tell them,” Smith replied.

“Things are clear here, connect me with him and I’ll give the order.” Juliette looked at me as she spoke to her.

“We’ll go cheeeeeckkk on Eve, Paula, and Kasta,” I growled, and the redhead nodded to confirm that she heard me while she yelled at someone else through her transponder.

Zea’s eyes met mine, and I gestured for us to walk through the battlefield toward the hulking shield robots.

“You okay?” I asked the hacker after we moved out of earshot from Juliette and away from the police officers who stared at me.

“Yeah,” Zea replied. “Just… I shot that guy. Juliette shot the other two. I don’t think I’ve ever killed anyone before. They didn’t even know we were there. I guess I’m glad, but I moved over to him, and then shot him again to make sure he was dead.”

“You did what you hadddd to do. He would have killeddddd me, or you, if given a chance,” I said, but my voice was hanging on some of the words. It must have been over twenty minutes since I shifted. I was going to need to return to my human form and sleep. I didn’t like the idea since there was a unit of Elaka Nota soldiers still roaming around Queen’s Hat, but I didn’t have much choice.

“Yeah. That’s what I keep telling myself. It is what Juliette said also, but I keep wondering if he was a good guy. Maybe he only took the job because he needed money for his wife and kids. The living isn’t easy in the Trappist system.”

“It is doubtful that he’s innocent,” I said with a shrug.

“How can you be so sure? Eve isn’t here to tell us that she’s read his mind and knows of his evil. You were in the Marines. I’m sure you had to do a few things you didn’t quite agree with.”

“Yeah,” I admitted.

“Look, Adam. I’m sorry. I’m not trying to become a pacifist here. I know we are going to have to hurt and kill people who need it. It’s just that I stood over the guy and then put another bullet in him. I’d do it again if it meant protecting you. I love you. I’m just--” She let out a long breath. “I don’t know. He’s dead now by my hand. I never saw my work up close before. I shot at fuckers, but I never examined the bodies afterward. I think this whole time I kept thinking it was your bullets that killed them, and not mine.”

“I get it,” I said. “I was thinking about this when we were on Uraniel. None of you have combaaaaatttt training, and I keep asking you all to be maaaarines with me.”

“And we do it because we all care about you, and you care about us. I’m doing this wrong.” Zea let out a chuckle and wrapped her fingers around my arm. “This is where I want to be. I know what we are up against. I just need some time to get over it.”

“I understand,” I said, and our eyes met. “We have a lot to thinkkk about.”

“No. I’m done thinking about it,” she said, and her lips twisted into a smirk.

“Oh?” I asked.

“Yeah, uhh, I kind of wanted to talk to you about it when you weren’t--” Zea gestured to my body and then shrugged. “--but I also don’t want to--”

“Hey!” I heard one of the twins yell, and we looked down the harbor to see Kasta, Paula, and Eve. They were outside of the tube entrance to Persephone about a hundred meters ahead of us.

“What’s the status?” Kasta’s voice came over the transponder.

“Their ships are still docked in District D. They have another group of soldiers in District G, but it looks like they are getting pushed back,” Zea said.

“Are there any prisoners?” Eve asked, and her voice sounded like a calm breeze, and the animal in my soul relaxed a bit.

“No,” I answered. “There migggght be some in District G.”

“What is the plan?” Paula asked, but we were close enough to hear the feedback from everyone’s transponder, so we put the devices away and stood in a circle at Persephone’s docking tube.

“I don’t think the thrrrrreat is over,” I said.

“We should leave,” Zea said.

“But I didn’t get the food,” Paula sighed.

“You aren’t going to get any. It’s going to take them days to clean up all the fucking mess in the station. Juliette will probably close all the harbors. It’s going to be a pain in the ass to trade anyone for anything.” Zea shook her head as she spoke, and her blonde bangs fell over her eyes before she swept them back with her slender fingers.

“What about the shipment of farming supplies to Uraniel?” Kasta asked. “They will need something in the next few weeks, or they will starve.”

“There has to be something on Epsilon Tauri-b. Or maybe we can get a list from Juliette of all the stations she knows of. Some might not be active, but I just don’t think we are going to get what we need here. Elaka Nota’s still on the station. We need to get the fuck out.” Zea crossed her arms when she finished talking and then turned to me. The other three women did as well, and I debated our shrinking options.

I’d taken a huge risk by trying to dig for the data that Madalena Vaish and her crew had searched District H for. We’d gotten lucky, again, but now the path forward was even more unclear to me. If we stayed, there was a possibility more Elaka Nota troops would come out of the docked ships. Or more ships could come. The entire station would be on lockdown after this attack. Instead of selling food, the traders would probably hold onto it and watch the value increase for the next week or two.

If we left, we threw our fate back to luck. We’d have to hope Epsilon Tauri-b had an active civilization that could sell us food, if not, we’d have to go somewhere else, or come back here in a few weeks.

And we still didn’t know how Elaka Nota was tracking us.

Part of me, the human part that strategized plans more than ten minutes ahead, wanted to run to the front-lines of the battle and try to catch one of the Elaka Nota soldiers so Eve could interrogate him. The animal in my DNA also agreed with this plan, but I’d never make it there in time. I was probably about twenty-five minutes into my shift. I could only hold it for another ten minutes. Anything longer would risk me transforming into a full tiger.

We really didn’t have a lot of options.

“We arrrrrre leaving,” I said, and the four women nodded.

“We’ll bring back Kay and Arthur,” Paula said before she pulled the control headset back over her eyes. Kasta mirrored her movement, and I heard the massive machines lumber from behind me.

“I think this is the right decision, Captain,” Zea said. “I’ve got the file for Parnarta. I think we can--”

“Parnarta?” Eve asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Yeah. It was what the creepy Dance to the Dirge crew was looking for,” Zea said as she looked at the vampire. “Do you know anything about it?”

“Yes. I do. It is a--”

“Are you all leaving?” Juliette called out, and we turned toward the redhead.

“We took a risssskkkk by staying hereeee with Elaka Nota,” I said.

“The situation is under control now. We’ll push them back to their ships and then take out the vessels.”

Juliette crossed her arms and frowned as she spoke. Her body language convinced me that she didn’t want us to leave quite yet.

“It will still take awhile to buy food and supplies.” Zea made her argument again.

“Fuck,” Juliette grunted. “I want this place to be a safe haven for you all. This shit is my fault. Let me make it right. Okay?”

“How can you make it right?” Paula asked.

“As I said, we’ll--”

“Lieutenant Colonel Larns!” Smith’s voice came over the police woman’s transponder.

“What?” she snarled.

“There is another group of soldiers leaving the Elaka Nota ships. There are at least forty of them,” he said.

“Shit! When is the quick reaction force supposed to get there?”

“Few minutes, ma’am.”

“I’ll be there in a moment,” Juliette replied and then she turned back to us. “I’ll take care of this. I have thousands of guards I can mobilize, Elaka Nota only made it this far because we weren’t ready.”

“I havvvvvee to sleeeep,” I said. “We’ll comeeeee back.”

“Alright. I’m sorry. I--”

“You can help us out with a few things,” Zea interrupted. “You’ve got experience piloting a starship. You said earlier you knew of some trading spots, and I’m guessing Queen’s Hat has collected a bunch of locations of other civilizations through docking manifests. Can you send us what you have so we have a backup location?”

“That’s not a problem, Blondie. I can get it to you when I get back. I can also help with the shipment you want to send to Uraniel.”

“You can?” Zea, Paula, and Kasta asked in unison.

“Yeah. I can organize a shipment to them. I’ll take care of it as soon as I’ve scraped Elaka Nota off my boot. You all have to promise me one thing, though.”

“Whatttt?” I asked.

“Come back,” Juliette gave me a slight smile. “I kind of like you all. Even Blondie.”

“Oh, thanks,” Zea snickered.

“Not as much as everyone else, though.” Juliette shrugged.

“Of course, you fu--”

“We appreciate the help,” I interrupted Zea. “We’ll give you the rhodium that we had set aside for it.” I gave Paula a nod, and the engineer pulled out a case of the fine silver-gray powder.

“Thanks. I’ll spend it wisely and try to find a fast ship.” Juliette took the case from Paula and slipped it into one of the ammo pouches on her belt. “I’ll transmit you the info as soon as I get back to my office. I’m telling you though, just because I have the coordinates on a map, it doesn’t mean there is anything there. Queen’s Hat has no way of checking any of the information visitors put on their manifest, and it’s been over ten years since I’ve visited any of the locations I can recommend. If you don’t find what you are looking for on Epsilon Tauri - b, you should come right back. I’ll have taken care of Elaka Nota by then.”

“We’ll keep thaaat in miiiind,” I said.

“Good, and I’ll see you later.” She nodded at me, and then to each of my friends before she turned and walked briskly in the direction of the police station.

“Ugh, she’s such a bitch,” Zea seethed.

“She really does like you,” Eve said with a shrug.

“She has a weird way of showing it.”

“I need to change backkkk,” I said. “I’m running out of time.”

“The warpdrives still aren’t off their reset. How do you want to handle our escape?” Kasta asked.

“We can hyperdrive to one of the points Juliette gives us that is in between Queen’s Hat and Epsilon Tauri - b. We might be able to set it up so we can come out as soon as the warpdrive is ready,” Paula said.

“Good idea. Then we can buy supplies there. If there are supplies available.” Kasta smiled at her twin.

“I also have that video I need to figure out,” Zea said.

“Video?” the twins asked.

“Yeah, I’ll tell you about it when we are in warpdrive.”

“Soundsss like a plan. I’ll sleeeeep,” I said, and then we followed the lumbering knight-drones into the tube that connected the port to Persephone.
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Chapter 5

I swam through darkness and then surfaced from the sheets of my bed with a thankful breath. My sleep was deep and undisturbed by dreams. I was grateful for the respite, but I couldn’t actually remember going to sleep. The last moments I recalled were walking up the ramp to Persephone and then stepping into the elevator with Eve. Had she come with me to my room? I didn’t see her in my bed, so she must have left after I fell asleep.

My pile of guns, ammo, clothes, and body armor on the floor did remind me of the battle in the dark buildings of Queen’s Hat. I couldn’t smell my body odor, but I guessed I needed a long shower, so I stepped around my bed and walked toward the bathroom. Then I stopped my walk mid-step. My brain told me something was wrong, but I was still a bit fuzzy from my deep sleep, and it took me a few seconds to figure out what was off about my room.

The bathroom door was missing.

I looked to my left and saw another doorway. A few steps took me to it, and I peered inside. It looked exactly like my bathroom, and I wondered if I was having some weird jamais vu moment. To confirm I wasn’t going crazy, I stepped to my mirrored cabinet and opened the door. My razor, toothbrush, floss, and med packs should have been in there, but the cabinet was empty.

Did I fall asleep in another room on Persephone?

I turned from the bathroom and stepped into the closet. Flightsuits were hanging on the racks, and they looked like the black and gray ones I was familiar with. I sighed with a bit of relief and reached for a fresh one to wear.

My arm was fuzzy and stripped. I was still a tiger-man.

“Fuck,” I hissed as I looked down at my naked body. I was covered with orange fur and black stripes. I had only been naked a few times while in this form, and the coat was thicker than I remembered. I could still see the shape of my muscles on my chest, abdomen, and legs. I looked mostly human except for the fur.

I walked back to the bathroom and stared into the mirror. The sight made me gasp. I was still a human there with a human face, skin, and the normal amount of chest hair I was used to. My yellow eyes stared back at me with a wild intensity I didn’t recognize.

I looked down and saw that I was still covered with fur on my body.

I glanced back between the mirror and my body and tried to make sense of the different images. My heart was hammering in my chest, and I felt fear creep down my spine like a nest of newly hatched spiders.

Was there something wrong with the mirror? Maybe Zea was pranking me and had replaced it with a video screen, but then how could the image be moving in sync with me?

I raised my furry hand up in the air and saw the “human” me in the mirror repeat the movement. Then I lowered the hand, and it did the same. It was obviously a mirror so there must have been something else going on.

Then the human image opened his mouth and screamed.

I couldn’t hear him scream, but it was evident from the way his body and face tensed that he was screaming. My stomach dropped at the sight, and I took a step back from the mirror. He raised his fist and then swung it like a hammer. It connected with the mirror, but nothing happened besides a slight vibration to the image. Then he punched the glass again, and again. He already looked frantic, but he seemed to get more desperate with each attack that didn’t break the mirror separating us.

Then a massive black paw draped over my mirror image’s shoulder, and a panther’s jaws clamped down on his neck. Blood sprayed across the bathroom tile in the mirror world, and human me slammed up against the mirror. The panther twisted his bulky neck and ripped off a chunk of my mirror image’s arm, and more blood sprayed through the room. I took another step away from the mirror, and then another, and then my back was pressed against the glass of the shower door.

I felt as if my eyes were glued to the scene of the horrific black cat killing my mirror image. I couldn’t turn away or walk away. All I could do was watch the thing tear into the image that wasn’t quite me. There still wasn’t any sound from the image, but I really didn’t need any. Even though part of the counter concealed the actual acts. It was obvious the panther was tearing the man apart by the spray of blood. The man who was and wasn’t me raised his blood soaked arms to try and push the beast’s head away, but then the arms flopped down, and I guessed he was dead.

The black monster turned his face toward me and opened its jaws. It only had two fangs for teeth, but its tongue was long and serpentine.

It jumped toward me, but then it too bounced off the mirror.

I ran out of the bathroom and looked for the weapons I’d left on the floor. I’d seen them only moments before, but now I couldn’t find them at the side of my bed. I looked where I recalled them lying, then I looked on the other side. Then I glanced frantically around my bedroom, but the weapons seemed to have disappeared.

I heard glass break in the bathroom, and it pierced the quiet atmosphere like a gunshot.

I ran out into the hallway naked, made a left, but then encountered a wall. The direction should have taken me to the bridge, so I skidded to a halt and looked back over my shoulder. The path to the bridge was behind me now, and my brain threatened to overheat with both confusion and fear.

I ran out to the bridge, but I didn’t see anyone sitting in the ten gunner’s chairs. The holomap was displayed behind the gunner seats, and it showed three planets with two red suns circling it. The image looked familiar, but I couldn’t remember exactly where I had seen it before. I’d ask my friends after I got a gun and killed the panther living in my mirror.

“Anyone on the bridge?” I called out.

I did see a flash of movement at the far end by the three pilot seats, and so I ran past the map. It only took me a few long steps to make it there, but I didn’t see anyone sitting in the three pilot seats.

“Ohh gaahh,” a voice whispered behind me, and I spun around to my chair.

Eve sat there.

But half a moment later I knew that it wasn’t Eve. This woman was beautiful and looked similar to the woman I loved, but her face was a bit sharper and her mouth less full. The hair, skin, and eyes were all an almost identical shade, but she sat in the chair with a rigid back, and her red eyes stared at me with contempt.

The other four officer chairs were occupied by massive tiger-men wearing thick black armor. The pieces glowed a sickly red at the seams, but the tiger-men were not carrying any sort of weapons.

“Ohhh gaaaaah,” the woman who was not Eve repeated. She wore a tight black flight suit with red trim on the edges. She wasn’t attacking though. She was just staring at me and repeating the words.

“Gaaaah?” She tilted her head a bit, and one of her eyebrows raised.

“I have no idea what you are saying. Where are my friends? How did you get on my ship?” My words came out in a half growl, and the woman didn’t look as if she understood them.

“Gaa. Gaazzz,” she hissed at one of the tiger-men sitting on her left, and he got up from his seat.

“Where the fuck are my friends!” I shouted, but this didn’t even come out as words, it was only a roar of anger.

The other tiger-man looked surprised for half a moment, but then he roared in return before he jumped at me.

I pivoted to my right and ducked below the swipe he aimed for my face. As soon as I heard his arm pass above me, I came up made a quick jab into the side of his neck with my fingers. It wouldn’t have done a lot of damage with my human hands, but my claws were out, and they dug into my opponents furry flesh as if they were four power drills. He howled, twisted, to the side, and then slammed his elbow into my chest. The fucker was all sorts of strong, and his blow knocked me off my feet and onto one of the pilot stations.

“Gazzzz,” he hissed at me as he reached up to his neck with his left paw. The wound there was pouring blood, but I doubt it would stop him from attacking me.

I rolled off the pilot station terminal a moment before his claws slashed across the surface. The tiger-man wasn’t larger than me, but the armor he wore meant I couldn’t really damage him anywhere but his face and neck. Meanwhile, I was completely naked.

There were also three more fuckers after this one and the evil bitch.

It didn’t matter though, these assholes had taken my women. So now they would have to die.

I kicked out with my right foot and hit the armored tiger-man in the knee. His leg twisted to the side, but I didn’t hear the bone snap. My attack carried me forward, and I swung my elbow up to hit him in the face. He continued his twist though, and my elbow just scraped by his cheek without doing any real damage.

He drove his fist into my ribs, and I heard them crack. I didn’t feel any pain though, so I spun to my left and drove my fingers into his face. He hadn’t expected the attack, so he didn’t get his guard up in time.

My nails cut through his face and pierced his skull as if his bones were made out of soft clay.

He didn’t even scream, so I guessed he died instantly. His body didn’t even twitch as I yanked my fingers from his ruined skull. Blood and brains spattered all over the floor of the bridge, and I turned back to face the woman sitting in the captain’s chair.

“Give me my women, get the fuck out of my chair, and get off my ship.” My voice came out clearer this time and the red-eyed women seemed a bit surprised.

“Oaaa gaaa,” she whispered, and the other three tiger-men stood from their chairs.

I dove toward the solo tiger-man on the left and slammed my fist into his groin. He wore armor there, but I figured it might stun him for half a moment if I could put enough power into my punch. He screeched and buckled over after my fist connected with the cup over his testicles, and I quickly pushed my arms up to heave him into the other two assholes.

The three of them went down in a heap, and I figured that I had a good five seconds to kill the red-eyed woman in the chair without their interference.

I dashed up toward her as she held her hand out toward me. Her motion caused my body to feel as if it weighed twice as much, but I pushed my legs against the force as I wrapped my right hand around her neck.

Then I tore the bitch’s head off.

Her blood seemed to explode across the bridge and fountain up from her headless corpse. It splashed all over me, and the shock of the crimson eruption distracted me from the other three tiger-men. Then I heard them roar with obvious outrage, and I turned just in time to get tackled by the three of them.

I punched one of them in the face when he tried to bite me, but another one got his teeth into my shoulder and tore a chunk of my flesh out. It should have hurt, but it was almost as if my body was numb to pain. I ripped the claws of my right hand across his throat, and his head rolled off his armored shoulders.

The third tiger-man was trying to straddle me, but I bucked him off, twisted on my side, freed one of my legs, and kicked him away from me. These fuckers were big men, at least the size of me, and wearing heavy plated armor, so I was a bit surprised by how easily I was able to manhandle them.

The one I’d punched grabbed onto my arm. I felt his claws sink into my flesh past my fur, but it didn’t hurt at all, I brought my other arm around and punched him in the face again. His tiger-head snapped back on his neck, and he let go of my arm. I sprung to my feet and tried to twist to my side so the one I’d just kicked off couldn’t tackle me again. I was only mildly successful. He got his arms around my hips and dug his claws into my back, but he didn’t take me to the ground.

I wrapped my arms under his throat, and then lifted while I thrust forward with my hips. The man’s massive neck snapped under my hold, and I slammed him down on the ground.

Then I stomped my bare foot down on his skull, and it exploded like I’d just jumped off a five-meter ledge and landed on a rotten tomato.

The final tiger-man lunged at me, but I raised one of my arms, twisted to my side, and threw him past me. It almost felt as if I was fighting with children. They didn’t seem to weigh anything. They moved slowly, and I felt ten times stronger than them. It didn’t make any sense, but maybe the monster in my soul was giving me extra strength.

“Where. The. Fuck. Are. My. Women?” I screamed into his face as I held his arms down against the blood covered floor of the bridge.

He roared back in my face, and his eyes showed no hint of fear. My claws tore into his face and yanked out half of his brain from the front of his skull. Then I tossed the bloody mass onto the floor and stood up from his twitching corpse.

Zea, Eve, Kasta, and Paula were somewhere on this ship, and I was going to find them.

“Eye yah,” a voice said from behind me, and I turned to see a beautiful woman standing behind me. Her hair was the color of platinum, or maybe it was gold, or maybe it was rhodium. It fell down her shoulders like waves of precious metal, and the dim lights from the bridge reflected off every strand as if they had their own light source.

She wore a tight, black lace bodysuit that showed almost more creamy skin than actual fabric. There was a thin skirt to the outfit, but it attached to the hips of her bodysuit in only a few places and draped around her long legs like a spider web.

Two angel wings extended from her back, but each feather was a hue of deep black, and it almost seemed as if the light of the bridge couldn’t escape the heavy shade of the color.

“I know you,” I whispered. “How?”

“Eye yah,” she whispered, but the words didn’t make sense to me.

“Who are you?” I took a step toward her, and then another, and then I was standing close enough to touch her. Unlike the dark-haired woman in the chair, this angel gave off an aura of kindness and love. I didn’t know how I understood this, but I knew she loved me.

“Eye yahhhh,” she whispered as she reached her fingers up to touch my face. The sensation was beyond pleasurable, and I reached my own hand up to feel the smoothness of her skin. My hand was human now, not a tiger’s, and her skin felt impossibly smooth and warm.

Then I was kissing her. The strange woman’s lips shot warm electrical shocks of pleasure through my body. The animal purred with contentment, and it seemed as if I was floating in a warm pool of massaging water. This was where I belonged. Here, with this woman, and I only pulled my mouth away from her kiss so I would not lose myself completely.

“Persephone?” I asked as I stared into her eyes. Her irises seemed to drift between the color spectrum, and I couldn’t tell if they were really blue, or red, or yellow, or green, or white, or black, or any of the shades between.

“Eyeee yaaahh,” another voice spoke, and I turned away from the woman I had my arms wrapped around. It was another dark angel woman, but her hair was a muted red color that mixed with her blonde locks liked spun rose-gold.

“Yaaaa,” the winged-woman who just kissed me said, and the other one fixed her eyes on me.

Then she walked toward me, reached up with her hands, and pulled my mouth to hers.

The kiss was as wonderful as it was with the first winged woman, and two pairs of hands slid across my bare skin while our tongues danced. I pulled my lips from the woman with the rose-colored hair, and the dark angel I thought was Persephone pushed her lips back into mine urgently.

“Zea? Where are you?” I heard a voice say, and the two-winged women entwined with me let out a gasp.

“I’m in the Captain’s room picking up his guns,” I heard Zea say, and then I turned my face away from my pillow.

“Picking up his guns? Is that what they are calling it nowadays? You should say, ‘riding his big gun,’ or something more clever.” It could have been Kasta or Paula’s voice, but I guessed it was Kasta’s since Paula seemed to shy away from teasing Zea.

“He’s asleep,” Zea hissed. “I’m trying to be quiet. I don’t want to wake him--”

“Too late,” I groaned.

“Ahh shit. I’m so sorry,” Zea was crouched next to my pile of weapons and clothes I’d left on the floor.

“That’s okay,” I said. “I probably need to wake up anyway.” I rolled over onto my back and then sat up in my bed.

“Looks like part of you is already awake,” the hacker said as she stood. I followed her eyes to my groin and saw that I was pitching a major tent within my sheets.

“I was having a dream,” I said with a chuckle.

“A dream? Was I in it?” She smirked.

“Probably. Look at this,” I said as I gestured at my sheets. “How long have I been asleep?”

“A little over twenty-four earth hours. We are going to come out of hyperspace in another four, so I thought I’d get around to picking up your laundry and putting your guns back in the armory.” The hacker shrugged as her eyes strayed back to my bed sheet.

“You don’t have to do that,” I said. “It’s well below your pay grade.”

“Wait, I actually get paid? How much?” Her blue eyes opened wide, and her words were filled with sarcasm.

“Free room and board,” I replied with a laugh.

“Deal,” she said, “but I didn’t hear anything about food in there, which is too fucking bad because I’m starving. So is Paula. Eve seems fine though, and Kasta doesn’t seem to really care.”

“I can actually eat if I want to,” the android replied through Zea’s transponder, and the hacker’s eyes opened wide with surprise.

“What the fuck? Are you eavesdropping?” Zea snarled.

“Hey, you were the one who didn’t turn it off. I just wish this had a video on it. I want to know what part of the captain you said was already awake.”

“For the love of fuck. Use your imagination,” Zea moaned.

“I’m an android. I can’t use my imagination.” Kasta’s words were filled with pain.

“Uhh. Shit, I uhh. Yeah.” Zea’s shoulders slumped a little. She looked at me, but I just shrugged. “I’m sorry. That was rude of me.”

“I’m totally fucking with you, Zea,” Kasta said with a laugh. “I have a great imagination. Still, wish I had a video though. You and the captain should make me--”

“I’m turning off my transponder now!” Zea shouted into the device, and I noticed that her cheeks were bright red.

“I should take a shower, I didn’t have a chance to before I passed out.” I turned toward my bathroom and stared at the open doorway. For an instant, I thought it should have been at another part of my room, but it had always been there. I wondered if I was having some weird jamais vu moment.

“Uhhh. Yeah. Shower. Before you do that, I wanted to update you on the Parnarta file.”

“What did you find out?” I had my legs stretched out on the other side of the bed, so I turned to face her. Her cheeks were bright red now, and she avoided making eye contact.

“I haven’t finished running my software to uncorrupt it, but I’ve watched about fifteen seconds of it with everyone else. Parnarta is a planet, but it isn’t in Persephone’s navigation software under that name. The video showed A Nebula Gammon mining director’s video log. They just arrived on the planet and were prepping dig sites. They were excited because the planet was almost a perfect Goldilocks. It didn’t need terraforming, and their scanners were estimating the crust had great rhodium potential.”

“I don’t think we need to try hard to guess what they found there,” I said to her with a smirk.

“Well, we haven’t seen all of it. But yeah, I’m gonna guess they found SAVO assholes.”

“SAVO?” I asked.

“Superpowered Asshole Vampire Overlord… uhh assholes. I’ll probably always say it with an additional ‘asshole,’ for good measure.” Zea grinned.

“Works for me. How long until the video is finished.”

“Another hour, or two. I didn’t have anything to really fix it. I had to write something to try and patch it together. The file is unbelievably old and has been copied over a bunch of times, which shouldn’t have really mattered, but its condition is bad. I think it must have been retrieved from a damaged drive, maybe even a few times. Or, it could have been deleted on purpose, and then someone tried to put it back together.”

“Why would Nebula Gammon delete the file?” I asked.

“I’m just throwing out ideas. When I say this file is old, I’m thinking at least a hundred years, maybe two hundred. The date it was copied into this mainframe is over a hundred years ago. I don’t know how long Nebula Gammon has been in existence, but the guy in the video seemed wet behind the ears. It might have been one of their first explorations.”

“Alright,” I said. “I guess we’ll know more about it once your program does its magic. What location did you all decide on before we left Queen’s Hat?” I got out of the bed and then walked into the bathroom before Zea could answer.

“Uhhh. Can you ask the question again? I was staring at your ass and didn’t hear a damn thing you just said.” Zea called out from the other room.

“Where are we going?” I asked again as I grabbed my toothbrush.

“It’s supposed to be a terraformed world in system GUAAY - 23. Planet “c” to be exact. Juliette sent me her old pilot’s navigation data log, and that location was on our way to Epsilon Tauri - b. It also had a manifest hit from a ship that docked at Queen’s Hat fifteen Earth months ago. Said they were a livestock trading ship. Makes me think it might be a ranching or farming planet like Gliese 876 - c - ii was.”

“It was a good call. Thanks for figuring it out so I could sleep,” I said around a mouthful of toothbrush and paste.

“Wasn’t all me. We made a democratic decision.”

I finished brushing my teeth and turned on the water for my shower. It was set to the temperature I liked, and I stepped in a few seconds after it started.

“Uhhh, Adam?” Zea’s voice came in through the doorway.

“Yeah?”

“I wanted to talk to you about some stuff,” she said hesitantly. “I was thinking back in District H…”

She didn’t say anything for a few moments, so I looked out of the glass of my shower. It was already foggy from the steam, but I could see her outline leaning against the doorframe of my bathroom.

“You mentioned something about it, but we didn’t have time to talk.”

“That’s our life, constantly on the run. Even now we are running somewhere,” she started. “I was in that dark room with Juliette, and then she left to go take out the sniper. Then I was alone in the darkness. It just got me thinking about everything again. The stuff with you, Eve, and me. You could have died. Fuck, we could all die any second. I felt incredibly lonely, and scared, and fuck… I dunno. I realized I was looking at this situation all wrong. I’ve got two people who love me, and I’m pushing them away because I just want one of them exclusively. If you died back on Queen’s Hat, I would have regretted not being with you.”

“I get it,” I said as I leaned my head against the tile on the shower wall.

“We don’t have a lot of time left. I never really thought much about my future on Trappist -1e. After Mom had died, and I got my revenge, I figured I’d freelance, maybe find the right guy, maybe one day have kids if I could afford it. Most of it was living job to job and trying to have fun. I never thought much of others.”

“I’ve been there,” I said.

“No, you haven’t. Everything you’ve done has been for other people. I don’t know exactly why you joined the Jupiter Marines, but it was probably to help your mom and sister out. Am I right?”

“Yeah. It was,” I admitted.

“Then you quit because they needed more help. Then you joined the Yakuza for them. Then you gave up your freedom for them. You’ve never done a selfish thing in your entire life. That’s why we all love you. We know you’ll take care of us. Even Juliette sees it, and she’s only spent a few hours with you.”

“Maybe,” I said as I tried to keep my thoughts away from the feeling of the handcuffs on my wrist.

The sound of the bars closing over my jail cell.

The pain of the injections when they experimented on me.

The sensation on the control collar around my neck.

The look on the children's faces in Queen’s Hat when I ran past them in my tiger-man form.

“Even this thing with Eve and I, you don’t want it because you think it will hurt us.”

“No, that’s not it. I just--”

“Bullshit,” she interrupted me. “You are hiding behind your honor. What if I told you that I need this? That Eve needs this? She’s been stuck in a tube for who the fuck knows how many years. I thought about her a lot when I was up alone in the office. I was starting to go crazy after only a few minutes, she’s been alone forever.”

“Yeah,” I said with a sigh.

“I already talked to her,” Zea said.

“You did?”

“Like I said, sitting alone in the dark got me thinking. She gets me, but I never got her. Now I do. She’s my best friend, so are you. I want us to be together.”

“I still need time to--”

“No. Stop being such an ass. I’m not very optimistic about our future. I felt the power of that SAVO asshole. These things ruled the galaxy. We’re a band of misfits who stole a ship. We don’t stand a chance, but I’m not going to back down. I want to fight them, and I don’t want to spend the brief time we have agonizing about the morality of activities that will make my friends feel good.”

“I still--”

“You always help others. You’ve said you love us. We need you.”

I closed my eyes and took a long breath. What would my mom or sister think about this? They would have loved Zea and Eve, and I hoped I could see them again someday.

They would be happy that all these wonderful women cared about me.

“How much time until we come out of hyperdrive?” I asked her over the sound of my shower.

“Four-ish hours. The video will be done in two.” Her voice sounded hopeful.

“Can you get Eve?” I asked.

“I am already here, Adam.” Eve’s voice drifted over the sound of the water, and I saw her outline join Zea’s in the doorway of my bathroom.

“That’s convenient,” I said with a chuckle. “Seems like you two had this planned.”

“Not quite. I felt both of your emotions from the bridge and decided to come. I apologize for eavesdropping.”

“It’s fine,” I said, but then the three of us stood in silence for a few moments.

“Sooo, ughh, now I’m all nervous,” Zea said with a laugh. “How does this work?”

“I still need to take a shower,” I said. “Haven’t even touched the soap yet.”

“It is a large shower,” Eve commented.

“And I know how to wash backs.” Zea let out another nervous laugh. “It’s a bit below my pay grade, but I’ll make an exception today.”

“Then you both should get in here,” I said as I opened the door of the shower.
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Chapter 6

“The video should be ready soon,” Zea whispered in my right ear. The sound of her voice pulled me from my foggy state, and I forced my heavy eyelids open.

“Feels like it’s only been a few minutes,” I whispered.

“Uhh. No. that was way better than a few minutes. Way, way, way, better than a few minutes.” Zea sighed with content and then bit my earlobe gently.

“I think Eve is asleep.” I glanced down to see the black-haired beauty’s head. She lay with her head on the left side of my chest, and her bare leg was wrapped around my left leg.

“I don’t want to get out of bed.” Zea sighed again, but she slowly slid her leg off my right as if she was going to leave.

“We still have a couple of hours until we are out of hyperdrive,” I whispered to her, and then I pulled her mouth to mine so I could kiss her for the hundredth time.

“Pretty sure you are going to break me if we go again.” She let out a soft giggle. “So, I’ll let you two have some alone time while I make sure the video is fixed.”

“Okay,” I replied, but then we kissed again. Our passion flared until I thought she was close to pushing Eve’s leg away so she could straddle me again.

“Ohh, damn. You are addicting.” Zea sighed when our kiss broke, and she bit my lip once more before she pushed away from me.

“We’ll be out soon,” I said as I watched her tiptoe away on long legs. She bent over to pick up her suit, and I got a great view of the body I’d just enjoyed for the last few hours. Then she turned to me while she put her foot into the garment.

Zea gave me a smirk when she saw I was watching her put on the skin-tight suit. Then she blew me a kiss before she snuck out of the room. The kiss was a charming motion, and I let my eyes drift closed while I recalled every detail of the last few hours.

I was worried our lovemaking would have been awkward, or clumsy, or that there would have been some jealousy, but the three of us had melded together as if we’d been lovers for years, and I guessed Eve’s ability to read minds helped with the experience. I had been able to give each of the women plenty of attention, and they both returned the kindness to me.

“I am happy you enjoyed yourself,” Eve whispered.

“I thought you were sleeping,” I said.

“I did for a while, but I felt Zea leave.”

“She didn’t want to wake you,” I replied.

“I know,” the beautiful woman purred and then shifted her body so she could look up into my face. “I am so grateful for this. Thank you for changing your mind.”

“Zea made some good points. I don’t want you, or her, to be alone anymore,” I said as I wrapped my arms around her.

“But it is okay for you to be alone?” She raised an eyebrow.

“Doesn’t matter.”

“It matters to me and Zea. It also matters to Paula and Kasta.”

“Let’s not involve the twins in this,” I said with a laugh, and Eve grinned.

“You are a prime man. That is what attracts us to you. Serving us before yourself and sacrificing so we can have more.”

“I wouldn’t call the last few hours a sacrifice,” I said with a laugh.

“Most men feel women should serve them,” Eve said. “I’ve looked into enough of their souls to know their desires. You are a good man.”

“Thanks,” I said, but I thought again about the jail, the control collar, and the children who screamed when they saw me running through Queen’s Hat.

“The children didn’t know. They just felt their parents’ fear. It isn’t a reflection of you.”

“I’m still a monster though,” I said.

“So am I,” she replied. “But it gives us strength. We can fight so they can stop making more.”

I nodded, and we lay together for a few more minutes in silence.

“I prayed for you,” she said. “Then you came for me. Like the hero in the stories I read when I was a child.”

“You saved me,” I said.

“Then you saved Zea,” Eve said.

“I don’t know about that.” I chuckled.

“She does. That is enough. Kasta and Paula feel the same way. They had lives before us, but no purpose.”

“The twins had their vendetta.”

“And then it was gone, and your words showed them that they have another calling.”

“Zea thinks we will lose to the SAVO,” I said.

“She can be the Yang to my Yin. I know we will win. I already explained why they are not prepared for us.” The vampire’s eyes glowed red in the dim light of our room.

“Maybe it doesn’t matter. I’ll fight no matter what. We have two hundred and ninety-eight days or so. If this lead with Dance to the Dirge doesn’t pan out, we might find something in the video we can use.”

“I agree.” Eve sighed and then sat up on the bed. My eyes strayed down her naked body, and I drank in the shape of her breasts, stomach, and hips. “There is something else we have. A power I just discovered.”

“What?” I asked.

“I am not hungry,” she answered with a shrug.

“Uhh. What do you mean?” I sat up on the bed and leaned against the headrest.

“I was hungry a bit before I came to your room. Not starving of course, but it has been over ten days since I drank from Commander Tunar-Roz and her marines.”

“But you aren’t hungry anymore?” I asked.

“I don’t know for sure how it works, but I received sustenance from terror and fear when I killed someone. Yet now I feel wonderful, and not just from the effects the love making had on my soul. I feel as if I have just fed. My magic feels as though it wants to release from my body. Every part of me is vibrating with untapped power.”

“This is great news,” I said as I pulled her into me. “You were worried you’d have to kill someone to refresh your power.”

“Yes. I ahhh…” Eve paused and took a deep breath. “I felt your pleasure and Zea’s when we made love to each other. I also felt my own, of course, but I don’t know how to describe the feeling other than saying that I’m filled with love from both of you. I am eager to experience it again.”

“Me too,” I agreed.

“I was worried my inexperience would leave you unsatisfied, but my powers helped.” She smiled at me, and my heart filled with warmth.

“You were amazing. So was Zea.” My mind spun through the haze as I tried to grasp the correct words for my emotions, but all I could say was, “I’m happy.”

“I understand your emotions. I am happy as well.” She leaned into my chest again and let out a thankful sigh.

We didn’t speak for a few minutes, and my mind wandered back to memories of the shower and bed. I felt Eve’s heart began to quicken its beat, and I ran my fingers down the smooth skin of her back.

“Are you reading my mind?” I asked.

“Yes,” she whispered. “It is fun to compare your memories to mine.”

“More fun than actually having sex?” I asked with a laugh.

“Oh no, but this is endearing in its own way, and it is arousing me.”

“That sounds like you want to--”

“I’ll always want to with you, my love,” she said as she wiggled into my chest more. Then her fingers ran down my chest, under my sheet, and toward my groin.

“Zea isn’t here,” I said as Eve’s fingers wrapped around me.

“She will not mind. When she left, she expected us to enjoy each other. She still believes she has intruded in our relationship. I do not feel that way, and neither do you, but it will take her a while to understand she is an equal.”

“Ahh,” I said, but it might have been more of a gasp of pleasure.

She kissed my lips gently, and I pulled her on top of me so we could enjoy each other for another half hour. Her powers really did help us, since she knew exactly how to move her body to give me pleasure, and she knew when to hold off so that I didn’t reach climax too quickly. My eventual orgasm arrived with her third, and we lay again in each other’s arms afterward.

“We should go watch the video,” I whispered after I felt we basked in the glow of our passion for a good ten minutes.

“Yes, I was thinking the same. Being with you as a lover almost makes me want to abandon our mission and drift through space wrapped around each other.”

“You say that, but it isn’t true. This is the most important quest for you,” I said.

“It is not more important than you,” she whispered.

“It is though,” I said, and I pulled her dark hair back from her face so I could look into her eyes. “It doesn’t detract from the feelings I know you have for me, or I for you, but there is a high probability that we will both die trying to save the galaxy. I’m committed to it though. I owe you, and you owe your prayers.”

“That I do,” she said with a sigh. “I swore I would try to help, and I will. Perhaps I am too selfish because I want us to live and love forever.”

“No, you are far from selfish,” I said. “Come on, let’s get dressed and go see what Zea has found on the video.”

Eve and I slid out of my bed and moved to put our clothes on. She put on the suit she’d shed at the entrance of my bathroom, and I went to my closet to put on a fresh one. The clothes and armor I’d worn on Queen’s Hat were still on my floor where Zea left them, but they were also spattered with blood and smoke from gunpowder. I’d sort through the pile later and then put them in the laundry machines so Zea wouldn’t have to.

Eve ran her hands through her hair as we walked through the hallway, but her ministrations did little to organize her wild mane. She finally gave up when we walked past the elevator and gave me a gentle smile.

Zea was alone on the bridge, and she was typing frantically on the pilot’s terminal. She was deeply immersed in her work and didn’t hear us walk up behind her.

“Hey,” I said as I set my hand on her shoulder.

“Oh!” she gasped. “Sorry. In the zone, didn’t hear you two walk in.” Zea smiled at both of us, and her cheeks turned a bit red.

“How is the video?” I asked as I returned her smile.

“My fix didn’t fix as much as I wanted it to fix, but I wrote some adjustments to the code. I’m about to run it. There is only about ten percent that is left corrupt, so this should get the last of it. It will only take a few more minutes, then we should be able to watch it.”

“Great,” I said. “Where are Kasta and Paula?” I asked.

“Working on Kay and Arthur. They were damaged a bit from Elaka Nota’s bullets.”

“I’ll call them up,” I said as I moved toward the captain’s chair. During our last trip from Uraniel to Queen’s Hat, Kasta showed me that each of the officer chairs had small control terminals under the arm rests. They could do everything from pilot Persephone, to fire the cannons, but their interface buttons were combo key versions, with only a bare-bones set of digital control sticks. Piloting Persephone with them would have been like trying to drive a car from the rear seat with only one hand holding a pair of chopsticks.

“Okay, I can’t figure out how to call them,” I said after I flipped up the controls from the arm rest and stared at the thirty buttons for a bit.

“I will do it,” Eve said as she slid into her copilot seat next to Zea. As soon as she sat, she turned to Zea and smiled. “Hello, Zea.”

“Uhh. Hi, Eve.” The blonde hacker’s face turned red, and she bit her bottom lip as she looked at the dark-haired woman.

Eve turned from Zea and then pressed a few buttons on her console. “Kasta and Paula, please report to the bridge.”

“Coming!” both of their voices said in unison.

“Anddddd that should do it,” Zea said as she hit a few more keys on her terminal. “By the time they get up here, we should be able to watch the video.”

“You said you watched part of it?” I asked.

“Yeah. Just the first fifteen seconds or so, then the image and sound went to shit. I clicked on a few parts after my code tried to patch it up. It’s almost perfect, but I didn’t really watch it.”

Zea hit a button on her terminal, and a progress bar popped up on Persephone’s main screen. Every few seconds the percentage points went up a bit, and I guessed we had another few minutes before it was done.

“We’re here,” Paula said as they walked around to the officer chairs. Each of them took their usual seats beside me, and they gave me identical smiles.

“Did you have a good rest, Captain?” Kasta said with a wry smile.

“Yeah, it was great.

“Oh, I’ll bet it was,” she wiggled her blonde eyebrows and then bit her lower lip.

“Give it a rest, Kasta,” her sister said.

“Everyone else gets to have fun,” Kasta pouted.

“We just had fun fixing the drones.” Paula shrugged.

“That’s not the kind of fun I’m looking for, you either. They could have at least let us watch.” Kasta crossed her arms.

“Uhhh. What are you two talking about?” Zea asked.

“Took you a long time to get the captain’s laundry. Eve had to help as well.” Kasta shot Zea a shit-faced grin, which had the intended effect as the hacker’s face started to turn red.

“It’s, ummm, not really, uhhh,” Zea stuttered.

“We don’t need to talk about it,” I said to Kasta. “Let’s keep our relationship professional.”

“Yep. That’s fine,” the android said as she waved her hands. “I want to keep it professional. Which is why I would like to sign up for laundry duty, Captain. I’ll come in your room every night, and-or every morning, and help you out of your clothes.”

“For the love of--” Zea started to say.

“Oh shit! I said, ‘out of your clothes.’ That must have been a Freudian slip or something.” Kasta started to giggle.

“Sis, you don’t have Freudian slips,” Paula said with a sigh. “And you are going to get us kicked off the ship, again.”

“I believe the video is ready.” Eve pointed at the front display, and her soft voice cut through the banter.

“I’ll play it,” Zea said. “Cross your fingers that I don’t have to spend another three hours on it.”

The video materialized on the screen. It looked like it was inside of a tent. There was a young man in a uniform bending over to look at the camera while he adjusted the view.

“Ahh. It’s on,” he said. I couldn’t identify his accent, but that was somewhat expected. Most of the planets and systems developed their own tweaks on the common language they took with them.

“How to start?” he asked as he took his hands off the camera. The device fell over suddenly, and the man cursed before he got it upright on the table.

“See what I mean about him being wet behind the ears?” Zea said. “File started getting corrupt after this, so I went to work on it.”

The young man tapped his finger to his chin dramatically. “I’m Fredrick James Gammon, of Gammon Explorations, Incorporated. We’ve come to System PAR-876 in search of rhodium.” He laughed a bit and shook his head. “Everyone is looking for rhodium. It makes the universe turn and the ships burn, or so the saying goes. This is my family’s third exploration run and the first I’ve been put in charge of. Father said I’d learn a lot from this experience. He told me he wished he had video logged his first excavation. I thought it was a clever idea, so here we go.” He looked around the tent and let out a long sigh.

“We picked this system because it has three Goldilocks planets with a rocky mantle and the type of tree flora that our computers thought would grow with a high platinum grouping in the soil. We used a new software my elder brother wrote. It has worked very well so far in helping us mine rhodium from its sister metal veins.”

Fredrick rubbed his hands together and then breathed into his palms. “We’ve named this planet Parnarta. The other two are slightly closer to the sun in this system, so they are at the closest orbit. Temperatures there are a thirty-eight degrees celsius at the coldest points, so we decided to begin operations here. Temperature is a bit cooler, but I can actually take off my coat when the sun is out.”

“This is rather boring, but I feel like something terrible is about to happen,” Kasta said, but everyone else ignored her.

Fredrick talked for the next fifteen minutes about the logistics of the mining operation. Kasta was right about it being boring, but the young man was excited about his mission. His energy was charming.

“We finished our base camp set up a few hours ago. It’s about midday, but we’ll take the rest of it off. I’ll update tomorrow after we send our scout team into this large cave system we’ve set up next to. If the scanners are correct, it will lead down a good two kilometers. That will help us get started with our excavation. More tomorrow!” He reached over to the camera and switched it off.

“I bet they found something in the cave,” Paula mused, and the rest of us nodded in response.

“Day two,” Fredrick said after his camera turned on again. “I sent survey craft into the cave. It’s much deeper than we originally thought. We are picking up traces of rhodium, but we haven’t begun our mining operations yet. We want to map the shaft first so we can ensure any weak parts are reinforced properly. There is some fighting between the survey staff and the engineers. Jesse Keegan started it all by--”

“We don’t care about the politics, just tell us more about the cave!” Kasta moaned.

“I can fast forward closer to the end,” Zea said as she looked back to me.

“How long is the video?” I asked.

“Hmmm, shit. It’s three hours.”

“My brain will melt,” Kasta moaned with despair.

“You are so sassy today,” Paula said as she rolled her eyes.

“Sexually frustrated,” her sister replied. “Everyone else is get--”

“Can you go to the last fifteen minutes?” I asked Zea.

“Yeah. Here.” The hacker pressed on a few buttons.

“--incredible. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen. It almost seems like a starship hangar, but we have no idea how it could have ended up so deep under the surface of the planet. I’m going to make the trip down tomorrow with the camera so it can be documented properly. This will be my first trip down into the cave, so I’m really looking forward to seeing this ship. The video the surveyors took is inspiring. It’s funny. We came here for rhodium, but the discovery of this hanger and the alien ship will probably lead to exciting advancements in our earning potential.”

He reached to turn off the video, and I noticed that all of my friends were sitting forward in their chairs.

“So he didn’t find a SAVO temple,” Zea said.

“Did they find a ship that looks like Persephone?” Paula asked, but no one answered her question because the screen flashed with light again.

“Took almost an hour to fly down here,” Fredrick said. “We are some eight hundred meters below the surface.” The man was carrying his camera, and we saw a dozen lights play across the black area.

“The ground is metal,” he continued as he pushed the camera toward his feet. “We tried to take a sample, but our drills couldn’t even penetrate the surface with our standard bits. We’ve got a few other drills we can try today, though. The place is vast.” The camera swung upward, and the view showed that the flashlight beams disappeared in the inky blackness.

“Sir! It’s over here,” a disembodied voice called out through the darkness.

Fredrick carried the camera toward the man at the point position of his team. As the video panned between the group of men and women, I saw most of them carried heavy looking rifles.

“Wow,” the young man said as the flashlights all focused on the wing of a dark metal craft.

It did look a lot like Persephone’s wing.

“Is that--” Zea started to ask.

“Angle is bad, and the light isn’t great. It looks really close though,” the android interrupted. “If I can get another angle, I’ll be able to know for sure.”

“It looks beautiful,” Fredrick said as the lights panned over the side of the wing.

“Sir, there are no thrusters or weapons I can see,” another voice called out.

“So it isn’t a starship?” the camera swung around as Fredrick moved along the side of the dark vessel.

“No, it isn’t Persephone,” Kasta said. “The wing arch on the aft isn’t as pronounced. The design is really close though.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“I’m fairly confident, but I just compared the ratios. Didn’t match. Also, didn’t Eve say they found Persephone drifting in space?”

“Yes. That was the information I learned from Elaka Nota.” Eve shrugged. “How does this compare to the Dance to the Dirge?”

“Hmm. Not a match either,” the android said after a few seconds of consideration.

“So there are three of these ships out there?” Zea asked.

“Maybe,” I acknowledged, and our attention shifted back to the screen where Fredrick was walking to the front of the ship.

“See? There is a spot for a front intake, but no engine. It’s like someone stripped the ship and left it here,” a disembodied voice informed Fredrick.

“Can we get inside?” Fredrick asked.

“There looks to be a ramp in the rear!” another voice called out.

“Coming!” Fredrick shouted, and the camera drifted across the ship as the young man ran to the rear.

“It’s smaller than Persephone,” Kasta said. “Only one hundred and twenty meters in length.”

“Interesting,” I said, but then Fredrick made it to the back area and pointed the camera at where the bay doors were. The door looked similar to Persephone’s iris shaped circular hatch. The ramp wasn’t extended, so someone in the group went to grab a lift.

We watched in silence as the miners drove a lift platform to the edge of the hatch. The device extended upward on scissor hinges, and Fredrick zoomed the camera so that he could get a better image of the door.

“I don’t see any way to open it,” one of the men called.

“Look at the sides!”

“I am!”

“Maybe on the far side. It looks like the ramp comes out of the bottom and might be wider than the door,” Fredrick said as his camera zoomed on the slot below the circular hatch.

The lift-car rolled over to the right side slowly, and the men started to search the metal there. None of them said anything for a few seconds, but then one of them let out a yelp as a red glow appeared where he was placing his hands.

“What did you do?” Fredrick asked.

“I just touched this metal panel here! It looks like all the other ones.” The man pointed to the glow as he spoke. His words were a rush of excited babbling.

“It’s still not open. Can you figure it out?”

“Looks like a keypad, but there are no numbers,” the man said, and he started pushing his finger into the space.

The camera stayed on the scene for another few minutes, and then Fredrick turned it around so he could look into the lens. “I’ll turn this off for now. It might take us a bit to open it. This discovery is amazing! I’ve never seen a ship like this. It could have been something that one of the other ark civilizations made, but how did it get under all this rock? Why is it down here alone? I just hope we can open it soon, my curiosity is eating at me.”

The screen clicked off and then back on almost immediately.

“It took us two weeks, but we got it open!” Fredrick shouted, and then he turned the camera from his face to view the back hatch of the ship. The ramp was extended, and the door was opened, but the group of miners was still positioned at the bottom.

“Sir, we should go in first. It might be dangerous,” someone said to Fredrick.

“I’m sure it will be fine. There couldn’t be anything alive in there,” the young man said. “Besides, I want to document this discovery for our company’s logs.”

“Uh-oh,” Zea moaned. “This is going to turn out like one of those horror vids.” She covered her face with her hands, but I saw her peeking through her fingers.

Fredrick and the miners moved up the ramp together and entered the hold of the ship. As soon as they entered, the lights on the hold turned on, and the men gasped with surprise. The men with the heavy guns swung the weapons around, and their inconsistent movements made it apparent that they were not used to handling the weapons. Their angles of fire passed over each other too much, and none of them seemed to be paying attention to the position of their team. If there was something alive in the ship, the miners were just as likely to shoot each other in an effort to defend themselves as they were whatever might be on the ship.

“It’s empty,” someone said, and the camera panned across the hold to confirm. There were no bodies, containers, or anything in the hold. Even though the space looked much smaller than Persephone’s, it still seemed large when empty.

“There’s a door here,” someone called out, and the camera swung to the left.

“If it’s designed like Persephone, that should be the path to the armory and mechanic bays,” Zea said. She removed her hands from her face, but held her arms wrapped around her chest so she was hugging herself.

“Here’s another!” a voice called out, and the camera spun to the wall opposite of the exit ramp.

“And that should go to the bridge elevator and crew rooms,” Kasta said.

“Let’s go left first,” Fredrick suggested, and the group moved in that direction.

One of the biggest men with a heavy rifle moved through the door first, and I shook my head at the tactics. It was the wrong weapon to use in the corridors, but they might have not had smaller sized weapons. I just hoped the men didn’t accidentally shoot each other.

“Ha. I was right. Armory.” Zea leaned back in her chair and let out a breath as the men entered the room.

“It’s on the other side of the hallway. It’s laid out a bit different from our ship,” Paula said, but before Zea could reply, the men’s flashlights settled on the weapon rack in the armory.

“Wow!” they gasped. The guns on the racks looked like they were either laser or plasma weapons. Their lines were sleek, their surfaces polished, and each weapon didn’t seem to have a receiving spot for a magazine.

“What are these?” Fredrick asked as he touched a gun that looked like a pistol. It was about the same size as my large caliber handguns, and the trim of the weapon glowed for a second when the young man wrapped his hand around the grip.

“They look like plasma weapons, sir,” one of the men said.

“Incredible,” Fredrick replied. “How did they get the design so small?”

“I’m not sure,” another man answered. “But we can learn much from their design.”

“Yes,” Fredrick agreed. “Sydney and Romano, take all these weapons and store them in our ship so we can take them back to the surface.”

“Yes, sir,” the men replied, and the camera showed the two men pulling the weapons off the shelf.

“Rest of you, let’s keep exploring,” Fredrick turned the camera back to the hallway, and I assumed the rest of his group followed him out.

They found more rooms, but all were empty of equipment or weapons. They finally made it to the launch bays for the shuttle and drones, but the bays were empty of smaller craft or repair equipment.

“It is strange,” Zea commented. “Weapons in the armory, but no other supplies? How did anyone fly the ship?”

“I wonder if there will be food in the galley stores,” Paula said as the group of men found the elevator. Like Persephone, the ship had three levels, and the men pressed the button for the second one.

“They said it didn’t have an engine,” Kasta said. “Perhaps someone built it in that cavern, put some weapons in it, and then just forgot about it.”

“This looks like a galley, sir,” one of the men said when they walked into the room. The area was about half the size of Persephone’s, and every surfaced looked as if it had never been used.

“No food in the stores, sir,” another man stated, and the camera’s view moved to the kitchen area; where one of the miners held open the door to the storage room.

“We’ll search the other rooms on this level, and then move up one,” Fredrick said, and the group moved onto the next rooms. These were crew quarters, and they were all empty of any sort of personal items, clothes, or toiletries. There were sheets on each of the beds though, and it looked as if the ship was in almost the same state Persephone was when we took her from Elaka Nota.

The layouts of the rooms were a bit different. Even though this ship was smaller than Persephone, the living quarters were larger. It seemed as if this ship held less crew than ours, but Persephone was already set up to work without many bodies.

“There are only three levels, so the bridge should be up at this top one,” Fredrick said as he moved into the elevator again. They pressed the button, and the camera panned to the other miners with him. Their faces were tense, and I guessed that none of them were as excited as their boss.

The elevator opened up, and the men moved out into the corridor. The exit seemed similar to Persephone’s. They were immediately met with the wall of what I guessed was the captain’s quarters. They moved left to go down the hallway, and the ceiling lights turned on to welcome them.

“The lighting there seems much brighter than Persephone’s,” Zea observed.

“I agree. It looks bright and harsh. Persephone’s lights are warmer and relaxing,” Eve said.

“Could be the default settings,” Paula mused. “The manual has ways to change them so we could make them brighter if we want.”

“Ahh,” Zea replied with a nod. “Wait, you’ve read the manual? I thought just Kasta had?”

“I am Kasta,” Paula said with a smirk.

“Oh, shit. Sorry.” Zea grimaced, but then the hacker saw the three of us smirk so she rolled her eyes. “Are you fucking with me again?”

“Yep. Sorry,” Paula laughed.

“So did you read it, or not?”

“I did,” the engineer admitted.

“How in the fuck did you read it so fa--”

“There are two doors instead of one,” Kasta interrupted, and we refocused on the video. Sure enough, there were two doors, and the men walked into the first one.

“Looks like dual captain's quarters,” Paula said. “Much smaller than Adam’s room.”

“The bed is the same size,” Kasta commented. “Could easily fit three people on it. Maybe even five.”

“You are terrible,” Paula groaned.

“How do you know how big Adam’s bed is?” Zea turned around in her seat and narrowed her blue eyes.

“We’ve both been in his room,” Kasta said coyly.

“Wait, that’s not as bad as she is making it sound,” Paula said as she glared at her sister. “Stop, please.”

“Okay.” Kasta shrugged and then pointed at the screen. “They are moving to the other room.”

“Perhaps the first mate’s quarters are next to the captain’s?” Eve asked.

“Are you calling yourself the first mate? Does that mean Adam picked Zea as his--”

“Fucking shit, Kasta. Can you give it a rest?” Paula hissed at her sister. “We get it. Everyone wants Adam. You’re jealous. Let’s move on.”

“You are jealous, too,” the android said with a frown. No one was watching the video anymore, we all turned to look at each sister when they spoke.

“I’m not whining about it, and I’m not trying to make everyone uncomfortable.” Paula shook her head and crossed her arms.

“Okay. It isn’t funny. I’m sorry,” Kasta looked at me and made a pouty face. “Forgive me?”

“It’s fine. Let’s just watch the video,” I said.

“Zea?” Kasta said as she turned to the hacker.

“Yeah. I get it. No hard feelings,” Zea replied, and she turned back to the video. The men were looking through the drawers in the room, but they were all empty.

“Eve?” Kasta asked.

“I am not offended. I would enjoy sharing Adam with you and your sister,” the vampire said with an innocent smile.

“Oh, by the stars,” Zea groaned as she pushed her hands into her face.

“Focus on the video, or you can leave,” I stated firmly, and Kasta turned to the screen without saying anything further.

The men were discussing how strange it was that the ship seemed abandoned, and they moved to exit the rooms. As they walked back down the hallway toward the elevator, I realized I was holding my breath.

“This is the bridge,” Fredrick proclaimed with excitement.

The area looked just like Persephone’s, only the map table looked smaller, and there were only three gunner’s stations on each side, for a total of six.

“Pause the video,” I said, and Zea stopped the screen.

“Can you back it up a bit so we can see the map?” I asked.

“Yeah, hmmmm. There?” Zea said as the screen showed the floating image of the planet.

“The words on the bottom are too small to read. Can you zoom in on them?” I asked.

“I’ll try, as I said, this thing is all sorts of corrupt. The quality isn’t great either.” The hacker moved her hands over the controls of her terminal, and the screen shifted more so it zoomed on the long string of numbers at the bottom of the holographic map.

“Kasta, can you read those?” I asked.

“Hmmm. A few of those might be either threes, fives, or eights, but I’ve got the string committed to memory. I can try a few of the combinations in Persephone’s navigation system and see what I come up with.”

“Good,” I said. “After the video. Zea, resume please.”

“Aye, Captain,” the hacker said, and the screen snapped back to full view before it started up again.

The men continued their careful walk toward the front of the bridge. The three pilot’s chairs were empty, and Fredrick turned his camera so he pointed the lens at the five officer chairs on the raised dais.

The five of us gasped along with Fredrick and his crew.

There was a mummified corpse in armor sitting on the captain’s chair, and its head was in a more than familiar shape

“It’s a fucking tiger-man,” Zea said the words that were on everyone else's’ mind.

“Incredible!” Fredrick exclaimed, and the other men began to share their observations about it’s dry stripped skin, fur, and the shape of its teeth. They also searched the rest of the bridge, but there was nothing beside the single ancient body sitting in the captain’s chair.

“How old do you think it is, Doc?” Fredrick asked one of the men.

“I don’t know, sir. Hundreds of years at least. The ship is sealed, so no air or bugs got in. This is natural mummification.”

“Can you take a DNA sample?” Fredrick asked, and I felt a chill run down my spine.

“We’ll have to take it back to base camp,” the man replied.

“Alright. We’ll do it. First the ship, then the weapons, and now this creature. My parents will be delighted by my expedition!” Fredrick’s voice was giddy.

“The armor is very strange, sir,” one of the men said as he moved his hand to touch the metal.

“How so?”

“I was in the Marines back on Magdor-3887 - c, and I’ve traveled to a few other systems. Never seen anything like it,” the man explained.

“So the armor is another treasure. I like it. Doc, pack it all up, and be careful of the armor.”

“Yes, sir,” Doc said.

“The armor looks like the suits the crew of Dance to the Dirge wore,” Zea said as she turned to me.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “I’d need to see the back, but it looks like power armor.”

“Power armor?” Kasta and Paula asked in unison.

“Has a power source that helps run body heating, cooling, and can add strength augmentation. It’s expensive stuff,” I explained.

“Don’t our suits do that?” Zea asked. “The buttons control the temperature, and it has lights.”

“It’s more the strength factor,” I said. “They make you stronger and faster.”

“I couldn’t imagine a tiger-man like you with armor making him stronger and faster.” Zea shuddered a bit and crossed her arms.

We watched the group of men lay out one of the bed sheets on the floor of the bridge on top of an expandable stretcher. It took four of the big miners to peel and lift the mummified corpse off the chair and lay it on the stretcher. Then they wrapped it in the sheet, and the camera watched them take it toward the elevator.

“What now, sir?” one of the men asked Fredrick.

“I want to take what we have back up to the basecamp. Then I want to come down here tomorrow and try to see if we can explore the ceiling of this place. This ship got here somehow, there has to be a way to get it out.”

“Agreed,” the other man said. “I’ll let everyone know we are going back up.”

“Good. I’ll turn the camera back on when we get back to camp. I want to document Doc pulling a DNA sample. The creature looks like some sort of half man and half tiger mutation. What a crazy day this has--”

The camera shut off with a pop, and then there was some static on the screen.

“What’s wrong?” I asked Zea.

“Uhh. I think it’s just a bit of--” the screen came back on, and it showed the men carrying the sheet covered stretcher inside of what looked like a medical tent.

“Set it down here,” the man Fredrick called Doc had his helmet off now and a wild bunch of gray hair poofed from his skull.

The men followed his orders and lowered the sheet wrapped corpse onto the operating table. The gray-haired man moved to unwrap the mummy, and then he began to gather tools from the medical table.

“You can see the fur and stripes,” Fredrick commented as he moved the camera closer to the body.

“It is in excellent condition,” Doc said with obvious pleasure.

“My parents will be very pleased with these discoveries,” Fredrick said, and the other man nodded.

“I’ll take a sample from a tooth. If I can’t get enough, then I’ll need to dig into the brain,” Doc said as he moved a tray stacked with sharp looking tools closer to the mummified tiger-man.

Suddenly, there was a thunderingly loud sound that seemed to break the audio feed on the video. Doc actually covered his ears and looked away from the tiger-man’s corpse with annoyance.

“What was that?” the older man asked.

“I’ll check,” said Fredrick. “Sounded like a shuttle engine, but--”

“Sir! A ship just landed, and there are--”

There was another distinct sound of loud tearing, and I guessed it was the sound of thrusters firing to aid with a shuttle landing.

Fredrick took the camera out of the tent and turned it so we could see a dozen large shuttles landing. It was a bit hard to judge their actual size, but I guessed from the array of thrusters on the bottom of the craft, they were each close to fifty meters long.

These were shuttles from a very large starship.

They landed beyond the tent, and I heard shouts from Fredrick’s camp.

Then there was gunfire and screaming.

“Shit!” Fredrick said as he ran back into the tent.

“What’s go--”

“We are under attack!” Fredrick yelled.

“How? No one should know we are here except for--”

“Doesn’t matter. We need to hide!” Fredrick yelled, but then there was a loud gunshot, and Doc’s head exploded into a shower of fine red mist.

“Shit!”

The camera turned around to the entrance of the tent. I felt my heart leap into my chest.

The blonde scientist who experimented on me stood there.

I couldn’t talk. Maybe the words were caught in my throat, or my tongue didn’t want to work. How was this possible? Zea told me that this file was over a hundred years old, but I knew every square millimeter of this man’s face. I recognized his smirk, the way he wore his long hair tied back in a pony tail, and the way he stood. He even held his datapad clipboard in the exact same grip. The scientist was flanked by heavily armored men. I recognized the black and gray design of the armor since it matched the gear they gave me to wear.

The armored warriors both carried rifles, and the video showed smoke coming out of the barrel of the leftmost one.

“Wait!” Fredrick screeched when the warriors turned their weapons on him.

“Oh, this should be good,” the blonde man said as he waved his fingers at his guards. The voice confirmed my belief. This was the same asshole.

“I’m Fredrick James Gammon. This is my family’s planet. You have no right to--”

“Whoops! I’m bored already. One of you kill--” the scientist didn’t even finish his sentence; both of the rifles barked, and the camera fell on the ground. The device rolled out of Fredrick’s dead hand and the lens pointed back toward the operating table where the tiger-man’s body lay.

“I’ve been looking for you for a long time,” the blonde man said as he stepped to the side of the table and looked down at the mummified tiger-man. The scientist let out a little chuckle that made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end.

“President Yu, we’ve cleared the camp and eliminated ninety-four of them,” a soldier said from outside of the camera’s view.

“Good, take this treasure back to the shuttle. Use care, please.” The scientist gestured to the corpse and then took a step back so that his men could remove the body from the bed.

“What should we do about Gammon?” one of the armored men said as he came to stand next to the blond scientist.

“They are too busy sniffing dirt to worry about this world. Torch the place with our plasma guns. They’ll just think it was pirates or a thruster accident.

“Got it,” the other man said, and they walked out of the view of the camera.

“Adam?” Eve turned to me with a surprised look on her beautiful face.

“Zea, how old is this video?” I growled.

“I’m not sure when it was created,” the hacker said as she tapped her fingers on the terminal. “It was copied to the Queen’s Hat’s mainframe a bit over a hundred years ago.”

“That has to be a mistake,” I said as my vision started to spin.

“Uhh. The file was corrupted, so it’s possible the date is wrong, but if anything, I would think it is way older than the stamp. The data compression was ancient.”

“Look!” Paula pointed at the screen, and we turned our focus back on the video.

The camera was moving in slowly broken slides, and I heard grunting from behind the lens.

“Fuck.” It was Fredrick’s voice, and he’d managed to crawl to the entrance of the tent. We all watched with bated breath as the camera moved, then moved again with agonizing slowness.

The tent was actually built on a metal platform, and the camera fell down the stairs before the injured young man rolled down. I could see that his chest had twin bullet holes in it, and I was surprised he was actually able to move. His face hinted at his agony though, so I guessed the man wouldn’t be able to escape death.

He still managed to grab the camera and wiggle under the metal platform.

Then there was a horrific noise, and the camera turned off.

“That’s the end of it,” Zea said.

“Damn,” Paula and Kasta said at once.

“Adam?” Eve asked again, and the women turned to her, then to me, then back to her.

“What’s wr--” Zea started to say, but I interrupted her.

“The blonde man on the video. The one they called President Yu, he was the man who experimented on me,” I said.

The monster in my stomach was screaming loud enough to fill my brain. My mind wanted to burst so the hate could pour out of my ears.

“Uhh. Are you sure? This video is really fucking old.” Zea frowned and then turned back to her terminal.

“I know him. He was the one who injected me, tortured me, and then put me on these assignments. I don’t know how long I was a prisoner exactly, but it was at least two years of seeing that fucker every day. I know it is him. His voice and mannerisms are identical.”

I felt the beast in my DNA scream again and try to surge up from my stomach. It was intense. I had to lean back in the chair, close my eyes, and think about the oceans of Earth for a few moments.

“I’ll tear this file apart and see if there is any other info in the data. There must be something wrong with the time-date stamp,” I heard Zea say, but it sounded like she was speaking from a hundred meters away.

Then an alarm sounded, and I almost lost control of the monster living inside of me.

“We are about to exit hyperdrive,” Eve said.

“Okay,” I whispered without opening my eyes. “What is this world called?”

“GUAAY - 23 - c,” Eve replied.

“Let’s hope it has a civilization on it, and that they have food,” I said.

“Anndddddd, let’s hope they don’t try to kill us and steal Persephone like everyone else has,” Zea said with a sigh.
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Chapter 7

“Well, there are cities on it,” Zea said after we’d popped out of hyperdrive and she’d run the scanners.

“No ships in orbit,” Eve said.

“It’s a nice looking world. Reminds me of Uraniel,” Paula observed.

“Scanners say its atmosphere is a few degrees celsius cooler than Uraniel. There is a bit more snow on the poles. It’s ninety-six percent of Earth’s size, but scanners say ten percent more core mass. Could be a good mining world,” Zea stretched her arms over her head and wiggled her long fingers a bit.

“What’s the technology like?” I asked. Almost as soon as I spoke, one of the front display screens zoomed in on a city. There were a few larger buildings, but it was mostly homes made from wood, stucco, or adobe.

“Population is about ten million in this hemisphere. Don’t see any motor vehicles. Looks like the larger cities have electricity. Coal power plants.”

“Farms? Ranches?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Zea confirmed. “All over. Shouldn’t be any problem with supplies. Thank the stars.”

“This was one of Juliette’s recommendations?” I asked.

“Yeah, she landed here a few times for cattle. We also had a manifest confirmation from another ship at Queen’s Hat, so it might be a popular layover spot for travelers looking for free range cattle.”

“So, another ship said that it came from this planet?” I asked.

“Yeah…” Zea’s voice trailed off, and the blonde woman exchanged looks with the twins sitting next to me.

“I’ll fly around to the other side of the planet,” she said. “Maybe the scanners will pick something up.”

“Will take ten-ish minutes,” Zea said as she leaned into Persephone’s controls and aimed her at the left side of the planet.

“When can we use the warpdrive again?” I asked.

“We are good to go,” Paula answered.

“Did you plot to Epsilon Tauri - b?” I asked.

“I’ll do it now.” The blonde woman got out of her chair and looked over her shoulder toward the gunner’s station. Then she turned back to the front of the bridge and pointed at the unoccupied chair to the left side of Zea. “Can I sit there?” she asked hesitantly.

“Of course,” I said. “It’s the navigator’s seat.”

“These three all pilot and navigate,” Zea said as she cleared her throat slightly. Then she smiled at Paula and nodded at the seat.

The engineer sat down and began to move her hands over the keys of the terminal.

“I’m fine just sitting up here alone with you, Captain,” Kasta whispered.

“You could probably plot the course with the controls on your chair,” I smirked as I pointed at her armrest.

“Of course, but what would Paula do then?” She winked at me.

“Ha,” Paula let out a chuckle and shook her head at her sister.

“I’ll want you to plot a course to Parnarta once we finish chasing the Dance to the Dirge lead at Epsilon Tauri - b,” I said to Kasta.

“I can do that easy. I have the coordinates up here.” The android tapped on her temple as she smiled at me.

No one else spoke as we flew on our orbital path around the planet. I wasn’t looking at the time, just the planet down below us, so I guessed only five minutes had passed. Then the unseen part of the planet became revealed to us, and I needed to blink a few times to make sure I wasn’t seeing things.

“What the fuck is that?” I asked as I looked at the terrain. The globe had been Earth-like, with oceans, green forests, and steep snow-capped mountains, but the part of the planet I now saw looked like it was a giant scab. The ground was burnt to a black crisp, and the terrain looked perfectly level.

“Looks like lava damage. The whole place is burnt, or melted,” Zea gasped.

“What could have caused it?” I asked as more of the planet’s burnt surface was revealed to us.

“It doesn’t seem organic,” Kasta said. “Look at the perimeter, it is very even. Paula, can you run a longitude comparison on it?”

“Yep,” her twin said. Then she hit some buttons on her control terminal. “I can make it overlay the image. Here.” Bright green grid lines fell on top of the planet, and I could see that the edge of the burned terrain lined up perfectly with the longitude line.

“It was a weapon,” Eve said.

“You think so?” Kasta asked as she tapped her chin with a finger.

“Yes,” the vampire said with a frown. “I can feel the horrific power.”

“We haven’t reached the end of it,” Zea said. “Looks like there is a bit of an ocean left there.” She pointed at the screen, and I saw what the hacker indicated. It looked like a small sea in the middle of a vast expanse of smoldering rubble. The water was a putrid black color, and I imagined it smelled of sulfur and death.

“Fuck,” Paula said. “It’s huge. Keeps going.” She tapped on her terminal and then some of the green lines moved on the image to only be on the edges of the burn mark. The entire thing stretched to the poles, and we had yet to see where it ended.

“That looks like a ruined… something,” Zea said as she pointed at the display.

“I’ll zoom,” Paula said, and the image sharpened around what looked like smoldering rectangle shapes.

“Was it a city?” Kasta asked.

“If so, it was a huge city,” Zea said gravely. “Looks a bit bigger than my home, and that city housed some six million.”

“What kind of weapon could have done this?” Paula asked.

“A big one,” Kasta said with a sigh. “On a really big ass ship that in all likelihood uses craft of Persephone’s size like shuttles.”

“Why would they burn this part, and not the rest of the planet?” Paula asked.

“I’m not sure, but there are other cities on the other side of the planet that aren’t damaged. They must know what happened.” I pointed back up to the front display. The scorch marks ended in the same perfectly cut lines, as if someone used a giant ruler to make sure the burning didn’t consume the entire planet. Paula typed some more on her terminal controls, and she pointed up the the display screen.

“Sixty-four million square kilometers,” the blonde engineer said.

“Shit,” Zea sighed.

“There is a city at the edge,” Kasta said, and her sister pressed some buttons to zoom in. This city looked as if it had more technology than the settlements on the other side of the planet. There were roads paved with asphalt. Some metal bridges, buildings that were more than five levels tall, and I saw a few cars moving along the roads. There were still horse drawn carriages, but it looked like the city was on the cusp of an industrial revolution.

“Eve are they--” I started to ask, but she already had her mouth opened.

“Yes, I just received a communication request from someone there. It is video. Shall I display it?”

“Only audio.”

She raised her hand to indicate it was open, and I cleared my throat.

“GUAAY - 23 - c, my name is Adam, I’m the captain of the starship Persephone. We are looking for food supplies, are you interested in trading?”

“English?” the voice asked. The accent was heavy, and it sounded slightly Japanese.

“I can speak Japanese,” I said in the language.

“Yes, that is better for us,” the voice was male, but his accent was still a bit different from what I was used to on Ganymede.

“Are you open to trade?” I asked again.

“We are not allowed to trade,” he said.

“Why not?” I asked.

“The Magate Order has told us that visits from starships will corrupt our bloodlines. They punished the country of Yeehan for their heretic ways.”

“Was that what caused the burn marks on the planet?” I asked.

“Yes. They told the Emperor of Yeehan that his actions would lead to his destruction, but he didn’t listen. He traded with starships, and then he built some of them. The Magate Order punished him.”

“How did they punish him?” I asked. “Did they have their own starships that attacked him?”

“No. The Magate Order would never attack us. They just tell us of God’s ways. Yeehan didn’t listen, he didn’t give tribute as they asked, and God punished him and his people. You cannot come here. We don’t want to die.”

“Ahh shit, they are getting scammed,” Kasta said under her breath.

“What are they saying?” Zea mouthed. I figured Eve understood our conversation because she could read my mind, Kasta spoke all languages, but Zea and Paula were probably clueless about what was going on. I raised a finger to indicate I’d tell them in a moment and picked my next words carefully.

“Are there other kingdoms on this planet?” I asked. “What do you call your kingdom?”

“We are the people of Haatoo. There are other kingdoms, but they are on the other side of the planet. They also follow the Magate Order. I’m sorry, but they will not trade with you. You are violating God’s laws.”

“Who am I speaking with?” I asked.

“I am Shiro Saburo, assistant to the head magistrate. Please, if you land, we will be punished.”

“Alright. We won’t land. Can I ask how long the Magate Order has been around? Do they live on the planet?”

“No. They come once a month to take our tribute for God and instruct us in his ways. We are thankful for them. Without their help, we would not have been able to survive. Emperor Yeehan told them he would not pay tribute. He built starships. God punished him.”

“How often does the Magat Order come to take tribute?” I asked.

“Once every three dual-lunar cycles they visit,” Shiro answered.

“When is the next visit?” I asked, and I tried to keep my voice calm.

“They are almost here. Just a quarter more of a cycle. So please do not land. They will punish us.”

I looked at Kasta, she had pulled out the controls from under her arm rest and was sliding her fingers over them.

“Seventy-two Earth hours,” she whispered, and I nodded.

“What do the Magate Order collect as a tribute?” I asked Shiro.

“Honored ones. Our healthiest women of menstruating age. God loves them because they can produce offspring in his image.”

“How many do you offer as a tribute?” I asked as I tried to keep my anger in control. These fucking Magate Order dickbags were grifter-slavers, and they’d managed to convince an entire planet that they needed to give them women.

I wanted to destroy every last one of them.

“They tell us how many God needs. Sometimes it is only a hundred, sometimes it is five hundred,” Shiro seemed very proud of these numbers, and I wanted to bitch slap his idiot head off his dumbass shoulders.

“Is that from your entire kingdom, or from every city?”

“Each of the cities in our kingdom. The Magate Order has told us that we are blessed by God since we give him the most tribute.”

“And the other kingdoms? Do they give tribute?” I asked, even though I guessed at the answer.

“Yes. Of course,” he said, and his tone made me think he was about done answering my questions.

“Did they give you the equipment you are using to communicate with us?” I asked, but I guessed the answer to this as well.

“Yes,” he answered. “They told us to use it to tell other starships to fear God’s wrath, for only the Magate Order is close enough to Him to travel through the stars.”

“How long have your people been paying tribute?” I asked through my clenched teeth.

“I don’t understand your question. We have always paid tribute. Now please leave your orbit. We do not want the Magate Order to punish us for your presence.”

“We’ll leave. Thanks for the notice,” I said as I gestured for Eve to turn off the communications.

“We have to stop them,” Kasta said, and I was a bit surprised by the rage in the android’s voice.

“What’s going on? What did they say?” Zea asked.

“Those fucks believe these slavers are the mouthpieces of their God. They are giving them young women every three months.”

“Fuck.” Zea and Paula’s blue eyes hardened, and the four women turned to face me.

“Seventy-two hours?” I asked Kasta, and the android nodded without speaking.

“The Dance to the Dirge lead is already cold,” Paula said.

“Yeah,” Zea agreed. “We can wait a few days.”

“They have forbidden us to land,” I said.

“But--” Kasta started, but I interrupted her.

“--In their kingdom. I don’t give a fuck about what that idiot thinks though. I doubt he has the technology to see us land on the other side of the planet. I would guess the majority of the people in this world don’t like handing over their women every few months.”

“They might,” Eve said, and we all looked at her our eyes open.

“Huh?” Zea said with obvious confusion.

“I do not agree with their practice, obviously.” The vampire frowned and crossed her arms. “We do not know what these people actually believe. We have talked to one man who is a representative in one kingdom. It could be that everyone is convinced this is the best course of action for their religion.”

“Then they are all a bunch of idiots,” Zea hissed.

“Perhaps,” Eve said with another shrug, “but consider that we all have personal beliefs which are hard to change. You have recently had a powerful personal belief change.”

“Uhhh. That isn’t at all on the same level as this,” Zea huffed.

“I agree. It was a comparison, but perhaps it was a poor one,” Eve said with a frown.

“No, I get what you are saying,” Zea sighed.

“I don’t get what you are saying,” Paula said.

“These people might honestly think and feel that the Magate Order is in touch with their god. They might honor this tribute process. The young women might go willingly and be pleased they are chosen.” Eve shrugged.

“I fucking doubt that,” Kasta said, and I was once again surprised by her anger. The longer I spent time with the android woman, the more human she seemed. “And if they are pleased to be chosen, they probably have a change of heart real damn quick once they find out these fuckers are really just slavers.”

“I want to help these people also, but we are jumping to the conclusion which might cause the fabric of their society to tear,” Eve said.

“No, Eve,” Zea said. “I understand that you want to investigate this more, but it doesn’t matter what we find out. These Magate Order fuckers are slavers, and they are taking women. I don’t care if stopping them hurts these idiots’ feelings and causes them to rethink their religion.” Zea’s jaw was clenched as she turned to me.

“Let’s fly to the other side of the planet,” I ordered. “We need food, but I don’t want to talk to the natives until we eat and get food supplies in our storage.”

“How are we going to get food without talking to anyone?” Paula asked.

“The same way they used to get it before there were starships,” I said, but the beautiful engineer still looked confused.

“I’ll hunt for it,” I explained, and then she smiled.

“Ahhh. Are there animals to hunt on the surface?” Paula asked.

“There are ranches, and farms. Animals tend to escape and flourish in the wild. You’ve got the scanners. I’m sure you can find a herd of cattle or deer. I’ll shoot a few, butcher them, and we’ll cook them.”

“You know how to do all that?” Zea asked with surprise.

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m a marine. I can kill anything, and I can cook most of what I kill. Zea, take us to the other side of the planet. Paula, look for something I can shoot and cook. Once we are done eating and stocking our kitchen, we’ll find a small village or town where Eve can talk to a few people.”

“But--” Zea started, but I didn’t let her finish.

“I’m with you. So is Eve,” I said as I looked at the vampire. “Even if these people are brainwashed into thinking they need to pay tribute to these slavers, we are going to put a stop to it. We have a few days, we can talk to some of them, and Eve can use her powers to find out what the real story is.”

“Yes, I like that plan,” Eve said as she smiled at Zea. The blonde hacker returned her smile and then turned back to the controls.

“Alright. Let’s go find something to eat,” she said as she pushed on Persephone’s acceleration.
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Chapter 8

We found a herd of free range cattle a half an hour later. It was almost exactly on the other side of the planet from where Shiro’s city was located, and it was a good twenty kilometers from a small town. Some of the settlement could have possibly had long range sensors that could scan our descent through the atmosphere, but I doubted it. I gave Zea the order to descend, and then I went down to the armory after we entered the atmosphere so I could grab a rifle.

“Can we help?” Kasta said as she and Paula stepped into the elevator with me.

“I was going to take the APC we stole from Lith Dae, shoot one, and then bring it back,” I said.

“If you show us how to butcher it, we can help you,” Paula offered. “Then we can fit more in the back.

“We have plastic wrap in the kitchen and plenty of knives. I can even set up a few of our machinist work benches outside so we can process them quicker,” Kasta said.

“That would work,” I said as I looked at the two beautiful women. Their sudden desire to help me was welcome, and not out of character, but the twin smiles they wore seemed a bit mischievous.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“What do you mean?” Kasta asked as she raised an eyebrow.

“You both seem eager to help,” I said.

“Any chance to set foot on a planet,” Paula said. “We’ve never seen cattle graze before, just in the stockades on Queen’s Hat.”

“Ahh,” I said as the door to the elevator opened on Persephone’s lowest floor.

“I’ll go back up to the kitchen, get the knives, wrap, and whatever other airtight containers I can find,” Kasta said after her sister and I stepped out of the elevator.

“I’ll load the tables in the APC and drive,” Paula said.

“I was going to drag the carcasses back into the hold so I could work on them inside of Persephone,” I explained.

“Can we please do it outside?” Kasta asked. “My sister and I enjoy the sun, the air, and the smell of the grass.”

“Alright. I guess we are far enough away from anyone who might attack us. I’ll meet you both there after I grab a rifle.” I nodded to both of them, and we went our separate ways.

I made my way to the armory and looked through our growing arsenal. I’d left the sniper rifle, pistols, and carbine back in my room, but none of the three would have been a proper choice for hunting. The sniper rifle wouldn’t leave any meat, and the carbine had expensive armor piercing rounds.

I grabbed one of the rifles we’d taken from Cynthia Jayhee’s men when they tried to kill Eve and me on our shuttle. They used smaller caliber bullets than my usual rifle and were plenty accurate. I didn’t really need my ammo webbing rig for this short trip, but I felt naked without it on Queen’s Hat. I strapped the twin pistols around my hips, the revolver across my chest, put a few extra magazines of ammo for the rifle in one of the pouches, and then checked the long knife sheathed on the left rear of the belt. As soon as I was satisfied everything was in place, I walked to the hold.

“Need help?” I asked Paula as I saw her maneuvering a metal folding table up the APC ramp.

“Sure,” she said, and I helped her push it up the ramp.

“Strap it in, I’ll get the other two,” I told her as I walked down the ramp to the other tables.

“Hey, Captain,” Zea’s voice came over my transponder.

“Yeah?”

“I’m going to set down. The hatch door is pointed at roughly where the herd is. They are a little over a kilometer away. I didn’t want to get too close and spook the animals.”

“Good call,” I said as I pushed the table up the ramp and handed it off to Paula to tie down.

“You mind if I come with you?” Zea asked.

“I’d rather you wait on Persephone,” I answered. “I don’t expect an attack, but I don’t want to be caught flat footed. You’re the only one who can get us out of here quickly. We are going to work on the butchering outside, but will only be a few meters from the hatch. It will probably take us six hours.”

“Got it. Eve and I will hang out on the bridge and chat.” Zea’s voice sounded happy, and it made my memories our love making flash through my brain. “Landing in ten seconds. See you when you get back.”

“I’ll bring dinner,” I said with a chuckle.

“That’s my man,” she replied, and then she cleared her throat. “I uhh. Well, I was joking. You know what I mean. You are… ahhh… Eve’s also. I don’t want it to seem like I’m--”

“I love you,” I interrupted her.

“Oh,” she said with a bit of surprise. “I love you, too. Can’t wait to see you again. Be safe.”

Her words pushed my memories back to our time in the shower and bedroom, and I closed my eyes for a few moments.

Persephone slowed and then drifted downward. Zea’s piloting skills had dramatically improved since we first stole the ship, and I only felt a tiny bump when the landing gear connected with the surface of the planet.

“Last one,” I said to Paula as I handed her the table.

“Thanks,” she replied as she attached the table to the inside wall with a holding strap. “And thanks for letting us come with you.”

“I’m grateful for the help. It will make it easier.”

“We want to help. We like it on Persephone,” Paula said. “I want to apologize for my sister again--”

“It’s fine,” I said as I held up my hands.

“She’s a bit jealous,” Paula explained, and then she gave me a curious look when I let out a laugh.

“I was about to say: ‘she’s only human,’ but she isn’t. You did a great job building her.”

“Thank you. I feel like an amateur though. You should have met my sister.”

“You’ve said that before. Sounds like she was an amazing engineer. I’m sorry about what happened to her.”

“It’s not your fault.” Paula laid her hand on my forearm and smiled at me. The touch didn’t seem romantic, but my eyes drifted down to glance at her fingers. “I’m glad you decided to help these people. My sister and I would follow you anywhere, but we feel strongly about this.”

“I understand,” I said. “I do as well.”

“I’m here!” Kasta said as she stepped into the back of the APC. Both Paula and I jumped, and she hastily pulled her hand off my arm.

“Am I interrupting something?” Kasta asked. Her beautiful face was painted with a coy smile, and her eyes bounced to her sister and me.

“Nope.” Paula crossed her arms. “You get everything?”

“Plenty of stuff to store the food, and a few of our sharpest looking knives.” Kasta gestured to her back pack.

“It all fit in there?” I asked.

“Aye, Captain,” Kasta purred. “I’m very good at sliding big things into tight spaces.”

“Ugh,” Paula moaned. “I’m driving. Captain, you can ride shotgun. Sis, you should stay back here with the equipment.”

“Awww,” Kasta sighed as she pushed out her lower lip.

“I’m kidding. The front seat can fit five people. Just stop making passes at the captain, please?”

“He likes it, don’t you?” Kasta winked at me.

“I’m almost positive you and I have already talked about this,” I said.

“We have, but you are smiling right now.” Kasta shrugged. “You like the attention.”

“Kasta, ple--”

“He’s a tiger-man!” Kasta interrupted her sister. “Cats love attention. He’ll come around to the idea.”

“Let’s focus on the task at hand.” I walked out of the back of the APC and hit the switches that opened the bay door and extended the ramp. The air outside was warm and dry, and a slight wind carried the scent of grass to my nose.

Paula drove the APC to the edge of the ramp, and I climbed into the passenger seat next to Kasta. Then we were driving down the ramp and across an endless stretch of prairie.

Paula didn’t drive particularly fast. The ground felt a bit soft under the wheels, and we were only a kilometer away from the edges of the herd. I guessed she didn’t want to risk us getting stuck, but I’d driven the vehicle before so I knew it could plow over or through pretty much anything.

“Can you please roll the window down?” Kasta asked us, and her sister pressed the button on the door to lower the thick armored glass. The warm, dry heat filled the cabin, and their blonde hair began to dance with the currents.

“So beautiful,” Paula said as she looked out across the grass. It was mostly yellow, so I guessed we were in a summer phase of the planet’s rotation.

I saw the herd of cattle up ahead, and I calculated we’d be in shooting range within another half minute. “I’ll tell you when we are within range. Then I’ll shoot a few. The herd will run away from us, and then we can drive closer and set up the tables.”

“Good plan,” Kasta said.

“I’ll teach you both how to butcher them, I’m sure you can figure out the best process for making it work.”

“Yes, we can,” Paula said.

“Here is good,” I said a few seconds later. We were about a hundred meters from the herd, and I stepped out of the truck with my rifle.

I picked out a few of the fattest males near the edges and passed my sight dot over the spot where their skulls met their spines. Shooting bulls on a field isn’t very sporting, but I had plenty of excitement in my life. A quick squeeze of my trigger took down the first beast, and I was able to get two more before the herd figured out what I was doing. They stampeded away from the APC, but the ones I’d killed were at the edge of the group and didn’t get trampled.

“Good shooting,” Kasta said as I climbed back in the cabin. I nodded at her, and then Paula drove us to the spot where the carcases lay. She flipped the truck around so we could unload the tables easier, and we went to work on the butchering.

I was no expert at cutting up meat, but the twins were quick studies, and we carved the first one into standard pieces in about six hours. The work was incredibly messy, but Kasta thought to bring us cooking aprons and gloves, so most of the blood stayed off our flight suits. After we packed the first carcass, we went to work on the second, and I was a bit surprised by how quickly the two women wielded their blades.

“You both are naturals,” I said after I watched them remove the intestines with a method much more efficient than what I first taught them.

“We’ve studied anatomy,” Kasta grunted as she pulled the heart out and put it in a bag.

“I had to, I wanted someone to be very life-like,” Paula said as she nodded at her sister.

“That makes sense,” I said as grabbed one of the haunches they had cut and moved it over to a table.

The air was hot, and the work difficult, but I was doing most of the lifting of the heavier pieces so the women only needed to worry about cutting the meat. The job would have been easier if we had ceiling hooks, but the amount of beef we were getting from these three animals would last us at least six months, and it wouldn’t cost us anything more than our time.

“How’s it looking?” Zea asked through my transponder. “You’ve been at it a while. Almost done?”

“Just started on the second,” I replied. I was a bit surprised that she didn’t message me earlier, but I figured my two lovers had a lot to speak about.

“Just started? You’ve only done one? How many did you take down?” she asked.

“Three in total,” I replied.

“Fuck, you’ll be there all night. Can we come help?”

“We can use it,” Paula said. “I’m getting a bit tired and can use a break, and some water. Also, maybe one of them could start cooking some of this. I’m hungry.”

“I’m worried about getting attacked,” I said.

“No one’s going to attack us,” Zea said. “We are out in the middle of nowhere. These Magate Order fuckers won’t be here for approximately sixty-ish hours. I can bring Persephone over and land her right next to where you are. Then Eve and I can come out to help. If we need to, we can run back to the bridge. We are super bored and want to help.”

“Alright,” I said, even though the idea sat wrong in my stomach. Maybe I was overprotective of my friends, but I didn’t like the idea of us all being outside of the ship when we knew slavers were coming.

Especially when we were on a planet that seemed to welcome their arrival.

Having two extra sets of hands would make this go much quicker though, and then we could get back into Persephone. I knew I was being too conservative, but I couldn’t shake the feeling of being over exposed. We tended to get hit when we least expected it.

But we also got hit when we did expect it.

I saw Persephone lift off the ground and glide over toward us. She looked beautiful in the air, and I stopped my butchering so I could watch Zea land her next to us. The hacker did another great job, and the ramp extended down three meters from the front of the APC. Eve and Zea walked down the ramp a few minutes afterward, and they brought us jugs of cold water to drink.

“How can we help?” Eve asked after Paula and I had guzzled the water. The vampire’s eyes were fixed on the carcases of the cattle, and I guessed that she’d enjoy the butchering process more than Zea, who actually looked as if she might puke when she saw all the blood on my apron.

“Paula needs a break. I would like Zea and Paula to take the APC into the hold and put the meat into the freezer?”

“Yes,” Zea agreed, and her face betrayed her relief.

“Eve, I’m putting the bigger pieces on the table. Kasta can show you how to cut them.” The vampire nodded at my words, and then took Paula’s knife.

Zea and Paula returned an hour later, and they rolled out a serving tray with cooked meat from the back of the APC. Kasta continued to work, but the rest of us washed our hands and then ate together as we lounged on Persephone’s ramp. The sun felt as if it was about mid afternoon, and the dry heat combined with the food in a way that made me want to take a cat nap.

Of course, if I went up to my room to take a nap, I’d bring Zea and Eve, and there wouldn’t be much sleeping going on.

“It’s really peaceful here,” Paula sighed as she leaned back on the ramp. Her head rested on her arms, and her blonde hair fluttered in the wind like the grass surrounding us.

“Yeah,” Zea agreed. “It’s a lovely planet. Much nicer than Trappist - 1e.”

“What is your homeworld like?” Kasta asked as she bent over a giant hunk of meat I’d moved over the table before we took a break.

“It was a strange mix of rocky desert badlands and humid rain. I think they messed up the terraforming so the soil never took. Everything had to be grown in greenhouses. The city I lived in was crowded, and there were lots of starving people. Lives didn’t matter much.” Zea’s voice grew soft as she spoke.

“Sounds like a lot of places,” Paula said. “Even here, on this pretty planet, they are giving a group of slavers bodies to sell.”

“We are going to put a stop to that,” Zea growled, and the other women nodded.

“I’m going to get back to work,” I said as I stood from the ramp. “You all can rest as much as you want to, but my eyelids are getting heavy sitting here.”

“Let’s take more of this inside,” Zea said to Paula, and the engineer nodded. Then they got up and moved the packaged meat into the back of the APC.

By the time Zea and Paula returned, we were about halfway done with the second carcass. We’d been lucky, and flies hadn’t begun to harass us, but I knew it was a matter of time, so I gave Zea the job of packaging, while the rest of us hurried up with the bloodier tasks.

“You know, this is kind of fun,” Kasta said after we worked and chatted for another hour.

“Uhhh. Really?” Zea asked.

“Well, not this exact task, I was excited to learn about it, but now it’s become somewhat monotonous. I was speaking more to the five of us working on something together as a team while we talked. It’s a relaxing change of pace.”

“Oh, yeah. I agree. Seems like we haven’t gotten much of a break,” Zea said with a chuckle. She wiped the top of her forehead with the back of her arm and then smiled at the android.

“Even when some people on board Persephone take a break, they aren’t really taking a break.” Kasta smiled at Eve, and the vampire returned the grin.

“I am thankful I have been allowed such friendships,” Eve said.

“I’d like some of that friendship. If you know what I--”

“Kasta!” Paula shouted at her sister, and the android smirked.

“I enjoy your comments, Kasta,” Eve said, and I saw Zea roll her eyes.

“Thank you, I think--” the android replied, but Eve raised her hand to interrupt her.

“But there are others in our crew who do not appreciate them. Zea, Adam, and I are nurturing our new relationship, and your sister is concerned we will ask you to leave. She wants to have a place with us, she wants a new family. I believe you do as well.”

“Ahh, yeah.” Kasta frowned and looked down at her bloody hands. “I guess I’m not being funny. Will you all forgive me? I’ll stop now.” The other woman nodded, and the android turned to me.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Of course. Sorry.” Kasta sighed and then continued to work on her butchering.

“I’m going to put some of these into the APC,” I said to Zea as I grabbed one of the stacks of meat she’d packaged. The hacker had a bit of a backlog, and I’d just finished setting the remainder of the second bull’s body on the two other tables so the other three women could work.

The back of the APC was facing the ramp now, so I needed to walk the length of the vehicle to put the first stack of packaged meat inside. As soon as I had placed it, and then walked out, I felt a small pain in my right leg. It felt like a spider or bug bite, and I reached down to swat the insect away.

But my fingers touched the shaft of a small blow dart.

“Shit! We are under attack!” I shouted, but my words were already slurring in my mouth. I yanked the dart out and threw it away as I reached for the pistol on my left hip. The weapon came out easily, but I could already feel the strength fading from my right leg.

I saw movement in the long grass to my right, and I fired in that direction without even identifying my target. Someone screeched, but then I felt another sharp pain in the same shoulder holding my pistol. Another dart was buried there and I leapt into the back of the APC to avoid getting hit again. Then I tore the dart out from my shoulder and yanked out my other pistol.

I heard Zea shout, and my heart jumped into my chest. None of us were wearing our armor, but at least I was armed. The women only carried the butcher knives.

The monster in my stomach screamed to be released so he could protect his women, and I agreed with him. My spine popped, my discs burst before reforming, my muscles grew, my body burned, and my teeth fell out of my mouth as the razor sharp tiger fangs replaced the small human ones. The numbness from the darts faded instantly, and I pulled out my second pistol before I dove out of the back of the APC.

My sharper eyes caught movement in the grass beyond Kasta, and while I couldn’t see the exact shape of our attacker, his shriek of agony convinced me that my bullet had still found him.

I turned to my left as I ran toward my group of friends. Two men were standing up from the grass about five meters past the last bull corpse. The attackers were painted with a striped camouflage pattern and approached from downwind of us. Each of them held blow guns up to their mouths and their cheeks puffed half a second before my bullet took the head off the one on the left. The darts hit both Eve and Zea, causing the women to let out gasps of pain.

There are thirty of them!

Eve’s voice slammed into my brain as I sent a bullet into the chest of the second man. The bullets from these weapons weren’t as large as the one from my revolver, but they were still massive, and the man’s painted chest turned into mostly empty space.

I felt a dart hit me in the left leg, and then another hit me in the back.

The angle of my pain gave me a clue as to where the fuckers hid, and I twisted sideways toward one. I couldn't see him in the waving grass, but I guessed and pulled on the triggers of my pistols twice. Someone screamed, and then I twisted behind me to shoot at the other fucker. I saw him crouched on the ramp of Persephone with his blowgun at his lips. My first bullet took him in the stomach, and the second one cut his leg off at the hip and sprayed blood across the metal slope.

Adam. I…

Eve’s voice trailed off in my mind, and I spun around to see her fall from the side of the table and land on the grass. The knife bounced from her hand when she fell, and it landed next to a pair of painted men who had blowguns up to their mouths.

I dove forward with a roll and felt the two darts cut the air above me. The men did expect my quick movement, and I aimed both of my pistols at them when I pushed my legs up off the ground. My bullets hit each of them on the chest, and they flew backward with an explosion of blood.

The men landed next to the still forms of my friends. Even Kasta was laying in the grass, and I didn’t understand how the drug on the darts could have incapacitated her.

Another dart hit me in the ass, another hit me in the neck, and a third hit me in the right bicep.

I swung around and aimed my right pistol where I thought the dart in my ass had come from. At the same time, I pointed my left pistol where the one who hit me in the bicep was. The guns barked in unison, and both of the men died. I lost track of how many I had killed, but it wasn’t anywhere close to thirty, and my legs were starting to feel wobbly.

Fuck.

I didn’t see anyone behind me, but I dove down anyway and rolled toward the edge of Persephone’s ramp. My rifle was inside of the APC cab, and I knew I didn’t have time to grab it, but getting up the ramp and into the hold would give me some hard cover, and only one direction to defend from. It would also give me an angle of view down toward my friends, and I’d be able to protect them from the attackers for longer.

At least until I ran out of ammo.

Or I fell unconscious from the poison.

Or I died from the poison.

I turned around so that I walked up the ramp backward. It didn’t really help much because I couldn’t see the men in the grass until they made a move. I took two more darts in the chest and then stumbled backward as I lost feeling in my left leg.

Damn it.

One of the attackers actually jumped on the ramp, raised a primitive looking axe over his head, and charged me. I aimed for his face, but the bullet hit him in the right arm and took his shoulder off. Another man flipped over from the side and then rolled across the metal as three of my shots tried to find him. I growled with frustration and then aimed my left pistol at him. My arms were numb now, and my aim was all over the place with the left gun also. The gun clicked in my hands when I tried to pull the trigger for the fourth time. I hadn’t even felt the slide kick back, and I stared dumbly at the weapon before I realized I needed to reload it.

This man pulled a knife from his belt and jumped up the ramp toward me. I felt like I was moving in water, but I managed to get my left pistol up in time to block his thrust. Then I brought my right pistol around and smashed his nose in. He fell backward and tumbled down the ramp like a rag doll.

I took three more steps back up the ramp and three more stings of poisoned darts burned my chest. I couldn’t even see who was attacking me now. My vision was getting blurry, and I couldn’t feel the boots on my feet as I retreated up the ramp.

The beast screamed, but it couldn’t make me move faster. I had darts sticking out of my body like pins in a cushion, and I guessed that each of the missiles carried enough of the drug to take out a normal human.

I hit the mag releases on each of my pistols and reached under my apron to grab fresh ones from my ammo belt, but my fingers were having a hard time pinching them, and my left pistol fell from my hands and bounced on the metal floor of Persephone’s hold. I hadn’t even realized I retreated all the way up the ramp, and I glanced down the ramp to see a dozen painted men aim their blow guns at me.

Then Persephone’s hatch door closed.

“No!” I growled as I stepped toward the door. Who the fuck closed the door? I needed to be able to see so I could shoot these fuckers. I still held the pistol in my right hand; it just needed to be reloaded. I looked down at my ammo belt and focused on pulling one of the magazines out. I was successful, and I moved to insert it into the gun I still carried.

I completely missed inserting the magazine, and I growled with frustration. My rage pushed back the numbness in my head, and I managed to get the pistol loaded. Then I moved my thumb over the slide release, and the heavy top part of the gun sprung into place. I’d done the movement tens of thousands of times, but this time the pistol seemed to have a mind of its own, and the weapon leapt from my hand as if it wanted to charge down the ramp and kill the men by itself.

“Fuckkkkkk!” I tried to scream, but my voice came out like a whine. I was on my hands and knees, but I didn’t even feel the surface of the metal. My friends needed me. I couldn’t let this take me.

But I was so tired.

I just wanted to sleep.

My fist slammed into the floor of the hold, and I pushed myself up so I was standing again. The loaded pistol had bounced about a meter away, and I took a step toward it.

“Pick that fucking gun up. Open the fucking hatch. Kill those fuckers,” I growled, and the first step seemed to go okay.

Then I toppled over, and I felt the fur of my face pressed up against the cool metal of the hold.

Then darkness took me.
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Chapter 9

I woke up choking on a pool of drool. My head hurt, but only about half as much as my body ached. The lights to the hold turned on as soon as I sat up, and I had to cover my eyes with my arm to keep from screaming. Then my head spun, and it took every gram of willpower to keep from puking.

“Fuck,” I said after the third wave of nausea passed and I was able to sit back up again. There was a pinching sensation in my ass, and I reached around so I could pull out one of the darts.

The small shafts were all over my arms, chest, legs, and stomach. I was no longer in my tiger-man form, so it was a bit easier to pull each of the needles out of my flesh. I counted thirty-seven of the darts after I was finished removing them all from my front and back, and I stared at the pile for a few moments as I tried to collect my thoughts.

No wonder I’d passed out. I was lucky to still be alive. One of these would certainly incapacitate a normal man.

My stomach swirled with nausea when I thought about my crewmates. How long had I been asleep? Were they okay? Had they been taken? I knew the answers. This poison wasn’t mean to kill, it was meant to knock a human unconscious. My friends had been kidnapped, and were going to be given as tribute when the Magate Order showed up in sixty hours.

Except I had no idea how long I’d been asleep.

Both of my pistols were on the ground, and I crawled over to them. My left leg still felt a bit numb, but it faded as I moved. One of the pistols was loaded, so I put it back in its holster. The other was empty, and I slid a full magazine inside before holstering it. There were also two empty magazines on the floor of the hold, and I put them back in one of the ammo pouches under my bloody apron. The actions were simple, but my body was still having problems moving quickly, and I knew that I wasn’t anywhere near my prime fighting condition.

Still, I felt as if I possessed enough strength to stand, so I crawled over to the wall and used it to help get myself upright. My head swam a little when all of my weight was on my legs, but I didn’t feel like I needed to vomit anymore, and I was able to take a few small steps away from the wall.

Each step got a bit easier, and I felt my strength begin to return. I moved to the control switch for the bay doors and ramp, but my hand paused a few centimeters from the button. I had no idea what was out there. I knew there was a small amount of time to find my friends before it was too late. The painted men with the blowguns could still be waiting, and I wouldn’t stand a chance without armor.

I let out an aggravated breath and stepped away from the button. I needed to think this through better. My brain was still fuzzy from the drugs, so I’d get myself killed, and my friends enslaved if I didn’t carefully consider my next few moves.

Did they have their transponders on? I forced my brain to recall the time we’d all spent processing the animal carcasses. Neither Paula nor Kasta had worn their transponders, but I remembered seeing Zea’s attached to the front of her flight suit. All I needed to do was track her with Persephone’s computers, or my own transponder, and I’d be able to find them.

I reached up to the communication device and unrolled the map. Zea’s location was already glowing, and I pinched my fingers over the map to zoom in.

Her transponder was right next to Persephone, and my heart skipped a beat as I imagined my lover’s dead body next to the table where I last saw her.

“Fuck.” I choked the word out and looked at the doorway again. There was a display screen on top of the door, but I didn’t know how to turn it on so I could see down the ramp. There were just two buttons on the side of the bay door. One opened the iris shaped door, and the other extended the ramp.

“Fuck,” I growled again, and then I forced my legs to take me toward the elevator that went up to the bridge.

I stumbled a bit as I walked, but I soon made it to the bridge. I wiped whatever dried blood I could off my hands with the back side of my bloody apron, and then I tossed it on the ground before I sat in the leftmost pilot seat. It was the seat Paula had occupied only a few hours ago, and I recalled the beautiful engineer’s smile when Zea offered her the seat.

I’d find them. They were going to be all right. They were all intelligent and capable women. Eve was a vampire with magical psychic powers. They probably didn't even need my help. They were on their way back here right now.

I looked at the controls of the terminal and shook my head. I knew how to activate the cannons and lasers, but I didn’t know how to work the visual feeds. The screen right now was pointed forward, and all I saw was an endless field of tall yellow grass.

“Fuck. How do I look out the back of the ship?” I asked out loud as I moved my fingers over a few of the buttons. The beast in my stomach screamed at me for being an idiot. I should have learned how to use all the controls on the ship. I should have read the manual. I should have been the one to teach my crew. Instead, they had learned how to pilot the ship, and I’d just sat in my chair and given out orders like an asshole.

Now they were going to die because I was a shitty captain.

“No time for a fucking pity party. Figure it, the fuck, out,” I hissed at myself and tried another series of buttons on the control surface. Those didn’t work, nor did the next set, or the next set.

I was running out of time.

They were running out of time.

“Damn it! Show me the fucking rear!” I yelled at the controls, and I felt my frustration burn away some of my drowsiness. I tried another group of buttons and then gasped when the corner of the screen gave me a view from the wing. I hit the button again, and the screen showed a view down the ramp.

“Yes!” I gasped, and then I rested my fingers on a small joystick next to the controls. It was dark outside, but I could see a slight glow on the right of the screen. I guessed it was pre-dawn, but that didn’t tell me how many hours had passed since we were attacked.

The view adjusted a bit so I could see in the near darkness, and I saw the APC where Paula and Zea parked it last. The tables were to the right of it, and I used the joystick to pan the camera over. I realized I was holding my breath, and I forced myself to release it when the tables were centered. The half carcass of the bull was still there, along with the full one from the third bull, but I couldn’t see any of my friends’ bodies.

I found a dial by the controls and spun it a little to zoom. I couldn’t locate the transponder through the long grass, and I gave up looking after a few minutes. We’d been attacked when the heat felt as if it was in the afternoon. At the earliest, this was the next morning. I didn’t know for sure how many hours that was, but I guessed it was at least ten Earth hours. It was possible there were still attackers out there waiting for me to exit the ship, but I was a bit doubtful.

“Is there a way to view recorded footage?” I asked as I played with a few more of the controls. They all just changed the various displays up at the front screen, but none of them took me back to when we had been attacked.

“Hey Persephone, want to help me out here? Can you show me what happened after the hatch doors closed?” I knew she wouldn’t answer, but it was the last option I thought of before journeying outside of the ship.

The screens in the front view flickered, and I saw a group of the painted men running up the ramp. They all had blowguns on their lips, but they skidded to a halt right as they fired their weapons. I heard the darts bounce off the metal door of the hatch, and the men shouted with frustration.

They stood on the ramp for a few minutes and watched the door. Other men appeared from the tall grass and from behind the APC, and the group moved back to the base of the ramp so they could all speak to each other. Now that I wasn’t in the heat of combat, I could see the attackers were all wearing simple leather moccasins, loose fitting pants, and each carried either a club or small axe tied to a belt. The pants and their bare chests were painted with a yellowish-gold color and some brown stripes which really let them blend in perfectly with the field. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I knew enough about body language to guess they were trying to figure out if they should force their way into the ship and kill me, or just take the women and leave.

After a few more minutes of debating, the men moved to the tables where my friends were unconscious. I guessed they would toss Zea’s transponder on the ground before they abducted her, but a snarl of anger escaped my throat when the painted men began to take my friend’s clothes off.

“Shitttttt,” I growled with a mixture of anger and fear. I’d been through enough battles to know what often happened to women who were taken prisoner, and my stomach dropped when the group of men finished stripping Zea’s flightsuit off her lean body. She was naked, obviously unconscious, and lying on the grass while the group of men who undressed her stood near her feet. They looked down at her naked body, and then the men glanced at each other.

Their faces wore pleased expressions.

I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. I just felt my insides knot up a thousand times while the creature I kept caged in my soul screamed in my brain.

The men seemed to look at Zea for almost a half a minute, but then someone must have barked an order. They flinched, and the group moved to take the suit off Paula next, then Eve, and finally Kasta. My terror increased with each woman who was undressed, and I couldn’t help but feel as if this was my entire fault. I should have never let them come with me. I should have shot one of the bulls, dragged its carcass back into Persephone’s hold, and then we should have lifted back into orbit. We were safe on Persephone, and I’d risked my friends’ lives when I didn’t need to.

The women were all naked, and the men arranged them on an area of non-blood soaked grass as if they were dolls on a display shelf. The group of men stepped back a meter or so from the women, and began to talk amongst themselves. During the conversation, they pointed to the hatch door and the naked bodies of my friends.

“Persephone, I don’t suppose you could give me the audio?” I asked, but there was no answer from the ship, and I didn’t hear what the men were saying.

After a minute, they seemed to reach some agreement and moved toward my friends. The largest of the men each bent down to pick up one of the women and lifted them up in a fireman’s carry. The group then moved to the right part of the screen, and the view panned in that direction so I could observe them leave. I watched the images of the men shrink on the screen, and even though I knew the camera could zoom in, I didn’t care to watch after a few minutes. They were heading northwestward, and it was where the nearest settlement was to us. We’d thought it was a small village, and a good twenty kilometers away, but they must have seen us fly over the plains where we landed, and sent out a hunting party to attack us.

They would have been victorious if they hadn’t let me escape.

“Persephone, can you show me a map of the settlement to the northwest?” I asked, and the screen shifted to display a still image I guessed she saved when we flew over it yesterday. I only saw five structures that looked to be made out of stucco walls and simple tile roof. But as I studied the picture, I realized the village was backed up to the face of a cliff. We really didn’t have the correct angle of approach, but I wondered if there were more dwellings carved into the wall there. It would explain how they would be able to get thirty men to run some twenty kilometers and attack us.

I sighed and rubbed the palm of my hand across my oily face. I was a genetically engineered super soldier who could turn into a fucking tiger-man. Eve was a vampire psychic who could read people’s minds and trick them with magic illusions. Zea was the best damn hacker on her planet and was amazingly clever. Paula was no doubt one of humankind’s greatest AI programmers and engineers, and her twin sister was a perfect android replica.

Yet we’d just been taken down by a group half-naked savages with blowguns.

“I’m going to go after them,” I said as I rose from the navigator’s chair. Persephone didn’t answer me of course, and I wobbled my way back through the bridge and to my room.

The faint scent of Eve and Zea filled my nose when I entered my room, and I forced the memories of them out of my head so I could focus on gearing for the mission. The armor, clothes, and weapons I’d used on Queen’s Hat were still on the floor of my room, and I thought about Zea again when I sorted through it. She’d been about to take it out of my room, but I’d stopped her. Then we talked. After our talk, Eve had joined us.

My head started to spin with the memories, but I also felt a wave of nausea cannonball into my stomach. I still wasn’t over the drugs yet.

“Fucking focus,” I growled at myself as I pulled my weapons from the armored chest piece, leg guards, and clothes.

There was a pair of pistols and the submachine gun I took from Juliette’s armory, and the carbine and sniper rifle I’d taken from Elaka Nota’s soldiers. I preferred the larger caliber pistols I currently wore to the ones Juliette gave me, but the submachine gun would work well against a large group of unarmored opponents. The carbine used armor piercing rounds, so it wasn’t a good choice to bring. My eyes fell on the sniper rifle, and I considered it for a few moments.

The bullets the weapon used were massive and would be all sorts of overkill for the men I was going up against. Then again, the sight on the rifle was advanced technology, and I did like the idea of killing a bunch of these fuckers from a few kilometers away.

Sometimes overkill was the correct answer to a problem.

These fuckers took my friends. I would ensure that it was the worst decision they ever made.

I picked up all the weapons and the bulky armor. Then I carried them out of my room, down the elevator, and to the armory. The chestpiece and leg guards I’d taken from Juliette’s station would be fine against firearms, but there were too many spots where my arms and legs were exposed. I set the equipment on one of our many racks, and then I moved to grab the locking armor plates that connected with my flight suit. It took me five minutes to attach all the pieces, and I strapped back on my gun belts, harness, and weapons after I was suited up.

Sniper rifle, submachine gun, long knife, twin pistols, and the massive chrome revolver were the weapons I picked. I checked the ammo on everything, grabbed two flash grenades, a smoke grenade, and two concussion grenades. I stared at the wall and considered taking another rifle, or a shotgun since the submachine gun folded up so neatly on my hip. I wasn’t going to be able to use the sniper rifle if I moved into the town, but I also wanted to be able to sprint, and the submachine gun was surprisingly accurate while running.

I was feeling a bit stronger, so I ran out of the armory toward the hold. It only took half a dozen strides to lose my balance, and I pinballed off Persephone’s walls three times before I tumbled onto the ground. The world spun for what felt like half a minute, and I had to wait for it to pass before I could climb up the wall and stand.

I walked carefully now, and returned to the hold just as another wave of nausea ripped through my stomach. My legs were feeling stronger, and the task of putting on my armor and guns felt therapeutic for my brain and muscles, but the fall in the corridor and my queasiness convinced me that I still wasn’t anywhere close to a hundred percent.

It didn’t fucking matter. My friends needed me.

I pushed the button to open the door and readied my submachine gun. The doors spun open almost instantly, and I peeked around the side. The dawn light was only casting the faintest hints of glow, but my eyes were sensitive enough to make out the APC and tables at the bottom edge of the ramp. There was a slight cool breeze flowing over the long grass, and I spent a few moments watching the plainsland sway. I saw no other movement, so I carefully advanced down the ramp.

I inhaled the scent of grass, the coppery blood from the butchered cow, and the scent of decay. Flies were buzzing around the meat on the table now, but the rancid smell wasn’t strong. I was worried I might have slept a whole day and a half, but the state of the meat on the tables made me think I had only been unconscious through the late afternoon and night.

I found Zea’s transponder attached to her suit, and then I picked up the women’s outfits. I brought them back to Persephone, threw them into the doorway, and then found the outside panel control that closed the hatch. After closing the doors, I walked back down the ramp and inspected the APC. I was a bit surprised the men didn’t take it, but it was possible that they had never even seen a vehicle before, and the controls were a bit complicated. Just to make sure it was safe to drive, I checked the undercarriage, back storage area, and engine compartments for explosives.

When I was looking at the engine, I spotted a pile of bodies four meters from the front left corner of the vehicle. They were the painted men I killed, and the sight of the haphazard stack of corpses made me believe they had been in too much of a hurry to bother burying their dead, or taking them back to camp.

It forced me think the Magate Order might be visiting this side of the planet much sooner than I expected.

I quickly returned to my inspection of the APC. I didn’t see any sort of explosive device, so I jumped into the driver’s seat. I’d forgotten about the assault rifle I’d used to shoot the livestock; it sat on the bench. I was surprised, and thankful that our attackers hadn’t taken it.

I started the engine and rolled the APC around to face northwest. I slowly increased my speed until I was traveling about forty-five kilometers per hour. It was still an agonizingly slow pace, but I didn’t want to turn on my lights and going any faster raised the noise level significantly.

I’d get there in half an hour, and I prayed I wouldn’t be too late.
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Chapter 10

I stopped the APC two kilometers from where my transponder map said the edge of the village was. The plains had been flat where we landed Persephone, but they’d turned a bit hilly the farther northwest I traveled. I was parked on the top of one such hill, and I estimated that I was outside the range of any guards they would have around the village.

But they wouldn’t be outside the range of my sniper rifle.

I climbed onto the roof of the APC and took a prone position with the long rifle. The sight of the weapon zoomed in on the distant buildings, and I was able to see all the structures clearly with the advanced optic system. I also picked up the thermal image of the scouts positioned around the edges of the city, and I did a quick count.

There was a main road on the north side of the village, and four men walked around a small fire built there. On the south side, closest to me was another fire, and three men sat around it while another eight hid in the long grass. They were facing in my direction, so I guessed the group was concerned I might not have died from their overdose of poisoned darts.

The cliff face was on the southwest side of the town so I couldn’t see all of it from my position. I did see a bit of what I expected, though. There were homes carved into the cliff face there, and the compact nature of the ones I did see made me think this wasn’t really a village, but a town with a few thousand occupants.

Shit.

I turned my sniper rifle to my right and looked across the gentle hills. There was another hill five hundred meters to my right, and I decided to drive over to it so that I’d have a better angle on the cliff face. The trip took me only half a minute, and I climbed out of the APC and took the same prone position on the roof. I now saw more of the cliff face, but the sight didn’t make me feel any better.

There were entry arches, doors, and obvious hallways across a good three hundred meters of the cliff face. Guard outposts were strategically set every fifty meters or so, and each of these had three or four men stationed in them. They were holding bows though, not firearms, and my armor would laugh off any damage they could inflict. I couldn’t just walk in there without a plan though, I’d still get killed from an arrow to the face, and these fuckers still had my friends.

Eve, Zea, Paula, and Kasta could have been anywhere inside of the caves of the cliff face.

The sight of my sniper rifle gave me the wind reading, adjusted itself based off distance, and displayed the thermal signatures of the men guarding the outskirts of the settlement, but I was too far away from the buildings and dwellings in the cliff wall to know what was inside. I guessed my friends were here, but I really didn’t know for sure. The only hints I had were that the assholes took them in this direction, and the men guarding the flank where they thought I might come from.

I pulled out the sniper rifle magazines, set them on the roof of the APC next to me, and reviewed my plan. I had more than enough ammo to take out all of the men on the outskirts and the ones guarding the walls of the cliff, but killing the latter group would put the whole compound an alert. They would then prepare for my arrival, or maybe even consider killing my friends. My best option was to kill all the fucks on the outskirts of the camp, hope the fuckers on the cliff wall didn’t hear me and then sneak inside the perimeter of the town. I’d try to avoid the guard stations and find my friends without detection. Once I’d figured out where Eve, Zea, Paula, and Kasta were, I could kill the rest of these assholes, or escape without notice.

I set my sight on the first target stationed a bit away from the rest of his companions and put one of the massive bullets through his body.

The sniper rifle wasn’t silenced, but it did have some flash and noise suppression. I’d killed the men closest to me first, and while I believed they heard the shot, they didn’t seem to realize the sound meant a gun. The last one of the fuckers died staring at the headless corpse of the man I’d just killed, and my next bullet took off the top half of his chest.

I reloaded and then pointed the rifle over at the next group of men. They were staring at the sky, and I imagined they thought the gunshots were thunder.

Maybe they were right. My weapon made me the god of thunder, and these people were going to feel my wrath.

I blew through half of my clip, easily killed the remaining men, and then turned the sight back to the guards on the cliff wall. The optical feed on the rifle said they were 2.6 kilometers away, and their relaxed stance made me think the breeze across the hilly grassland prevented them from hearing my rifle.

I stood up on the roof, put the magazines in my ammo pouches, and then jumped down to the grass. My legs went numb as soon as my boots touched the dirt, and I was suddenly staring at spinning stars. Nausea returned with an angry vengeance, and I rolled over to puke into the grass. It felt like I threw up twice the volume of meat I’d eaten yesterday, and I spent a few more precious minutes dry heaving once my stomach was cleared.

I was still incredibly dizzy, but I forced myself to stand and then I leaned against the side of the APC while I gulped down air.

Fuck. I was a mess, and I debated shifting into my tiger form. The monster might be able to shake free of the effects of the drug, but I still didn’t know for sure if my friends were being held prisoner here. They probably were, but if I shifted now, stormed the place, killed all opposition, and didn’t find them, I’d have to sleep for six-plus hours before I continued my search.

I could do this without shifting. I just needed to go slow, be careful, and not take any risks; none of which were strategies I was particularly good at.

I put the sniper rifle in the cab of the APC and climbed into the driver’s seat. Now that the men along the perimeter were eliminated, I felt comfortable taking the vehicle a bit closer to the edge of the cliff face. Dawn was fast approaching, but I managed to find the bottom divot of a hill off to the southeast corner of where the cliff edge started. It was about four-hundred meters from the perimeter of the town, and I guessed the guards on the wall wouldn’t be able to see me.

They would see the corpses of their friends when the sun rose, so I needed to get in, find my friends, and get out in twenty-ish minutes.

I let out a thankful sigh when I didn’t stumble getting out of the APC, and then I unfolded my submachine gun as I moved through the long grass at the edge of the cliff. My friends could be anywhere, but the sky was still dark enough to conceal my movements. I figured that hitting the five buildings in the middle of the town would be easier now than after I began to explore the homes in the canyon, so I angled my walk toward the nearest one. It was a dome shaped building and made from adobe. It was some twenty meters in diameter and four meters high. A thick wood door was attached to the opening, but I didn’t see any guards around it, so I guessed this wasn’t where they were keeping my friends.

I did have to start my search somewhere, so I glanced up at the cliff face to my left. I waited for the four men sitting on the ledges to start whispering to each other, and then made a crouched run to the far side of the building. They had a two-second window where they might have seen me if they glanced at the spot where I ran, but their conversation didn’t stop, so I knew they hadn’t noticed me pass through the shadows.

I moved to the door of the building and leaned into the wood. I didn’t hear anything inside, so I pushed on the handle. The door didn’t move, it was barred from the inside. Someone had to be in there.

I checked around the edge of the circular building again and saw that the guards on the wall nearest to me were still talking. I could break the door easily, but they would hear it, alert the city, and then everything would turn to shit.

I would have to wait until I finished exploring the other buildings and the caves on the wall.

I moved to the far side of the circular adobe building and looked at the other four structures. None of them were guarded, but the farthest one from me had a sliver of light coming out of the bottom of the door. It was also the largest building of the group, and it was made of bricks instead of adobe.

I glanced over at the wall where the guards sat and waited until there was a burst of laughter from them before I ran. As soon as I made it to the next building, I stood still and listened to the men on the wall. They were laughing loudly now, and I was able to move toward the door. This one wasn’t locked, and I slowly pushed it open with my toe while I swept my submachine gun inside.

This looked like a kitchen. There were eight fire pits, grates on the side of the building, and hooks hanging from the ceiling. The hooks were large, and I guessed they were made to hold the grasslands cattle. There was no one in this building, so I backed out of the room and checked the wall before I ran to the next closest door.

As soon as I reached the door, a wave of numbness ripped through my muscles, and I leaned against the wall to keep from falling over. The sensation was beyond frustrating, especially because I’d felt half way decent since I puked, but it seemed like I wasn’t quite over the drugs yet.

I moved to the doorway of the third building and tested the door. It was also locked, but I could hear snoring coming from the other side. I listened for ten seconds or so and guessed it was at least three men. My friends could have been in there, and the men could have been guarding them, but like the other building, I couldn't risk kicking the door in without checking the rest first.

Thinking about these fuckers kidnapping my friends enraged me, but the thought of them as prisoners waiting to be sold into slavery made my vision turn red and my breath leave my lungs with volcanic urgency. I thought about Eve, and all time she already spent as a prisoner. She hadn’t sensed my presence and spoken to me yet. She was either unconscious, or not in this settlement anymore.

I prayed she was just unconscious.

There were two more buildings left, and I double checked the guard positions on the wall. I was exposed to three of the stations now, but the groups in the first two outposts didn’t seem to be paying attention to the central area of the town below them. However, the last group on my right appeared to be alert, and I let out a hiss of frustration after I watched them for a few minutes. They weren’t speaking to each other or looking around the rest of the campsite. They seemed to be focused on the last two buildings. They were doing their jobs, and this meant that I had a hard decision to make. Should I risk darting across the open center of the city so I could reach the last two buildings? Or should I infiltrate the caves of the cliff wall and try to take out the guards in each outpost silently? The latter was a slight change in plan, but I knew I was going to go there if I didn’t find my friends inside of any of these buildings.

The sun was still rising in the distant sky, and I was running out of time to think through a strategy.

I turned to where I parked the APC and darted back toward the first set of buildings. The first group of four guards was still laughing, whispering, and not paying attention, and I paused at the edge of the nearest building so I could study the cliff face.

It was three levels, and each level was about four meters tall. Makeshift rope or wooden ladders connected the levels in various parts, but I also guessed the many cave entrances carved into the stone might have stairs leading to the other levels. The guard post was just a small balcony jutting from the third level of the cliff face, and the only way I saw to get up there was a ladder another ten meters past them to my right. I’d have to run directly under the sentries across the open courtyard, climb up the ladder, and then run back to them. They would surely notice me and blow a few hundred darts into my unarmored skull as soon as I set foot on the ladder.

There was another ladder right below the guard balcony, but it only went up the second floor. Even if I somehow made it up there without the men noticing, I’d still have to figure out a way up to the third level, and there was no way I could make it up the ladder without them noticing.

Each level had an adobe railing protecting people from falling off the edges. In my human form, I would be able to stand on the railing of the second level, grab on the lip of the third level, and swing myself up, but, I still didn’t have a safe way to get to the second level.

Unless I shifted. Then I could make the jump easily.

Changing to my tiger-man form would be too risky. I still didn’t know if my friends were being held here and I wanted to do this rescue with as much stealth as possible. I needed a way to get onto the second floor without alerting the guards at the first station, but I couldn’t see any sort of solution.

I thought about going around the top side of the cliff, but the terrain there was less grassy hills and the more rocky beginning of a gorge. I’d have to run up, around, and through some chaotic terrain before I reached the top of the cliff. It would probably take me an hour on foot. The sun would have climbed high into the morning sky by then.

I remembered the kitchen building and checked the guard station before I ran back to the circular building. The hooks hung from the ceiling with a good four meters length of chain, which in turn was attached to the stone with a metal dowel pin. I could easily climb up one of the chains, pull the pin out of another, and then use the hook to grapple to the railing of the second floor. Of course, that would be really fucking noisy. I’d be better off just shooting all the fuckers, climbing up to the third floor, and then killing the rest of the fucks before they could get organized.

I looked at the metal shelving attached the walls. They were about four meters long, a meter deep, and I guessed they were crafted out of galvanized steel. They were attached to the wall with thick looking bolts and adobe legs to support them. The shelves almost looked as if they had once been sturdy fencing, and I wondered if they were remnants of the original ark ship pens that kept the livestock caged.

I pinched my fingers onto one of the bolts and tried to twist it counter clockwise. The adobe crumbled around the joint, and the bolt started to spin in my fingers. The shelf was long enough to set against the base railing of the second floor. It would be at a steep angle, but I could run up it, flip up to the third floor, and kill all the guards there. I’d still have to worry about them seeing me set it against the railing, but the spot closest to the edge of the cliff might be dark enough to escape detection.

I continued twisting the bolt as quickly as I could. It came out half a minute later, and I wiggled the shelf free of the wall. Then I folded my submachine gun, attached it to my belt, and moved to work on the next bolt. This one was a bit harder to move, and my fingers screamed with agony by the time I finished yanking it free of the wall. The shelf came free of its adobe legs with a quick jerk, and then I held the long plank sideways so I could get it out of the doorway.

This was another hitch in my plan. The doorway was facing away from the guard station, but the shelf was long, and it might catch a bit of the corner as I carried it out. It was a risk I would have to take, though, and I prayed they would still be occupied with their discussion.

I carried the shelf out of the doorway with my heart in my chest, and my breath held.

The men laughed loudly when I was halfway out the door, and I paused to try and hear what they were saying. It did sound a bit like Japanese, but the dialect had been bastardized by a few thousand years of slang, so I could only understand one word out of seven. It wasn’t enough to get the gist of the conversation, so I focused my energy on carrying the shelf out. I slowly pulled the last bit of it out of the doorway, and then I quickly spun it around so its length was close to the wall of the building.

The guards didn’t raise an alert, and I let the air out of my lungs with a silent sigh of thanks.

I wasn’t going to be able to look at the guards without setting down my shelf, so this next part would also be perilous. There was no way around it though. If the men didn’t see me, I’d be able to get it up without alerting them. If they did see me, I’d have to start hosing assholes earlier than I planned. I didn’t want to fight the entire town, but I was running out of time.

I settled my nerves and darted out through the courtyard with the shelf.

It was still dark, but there were a good ten meters between the edge of the building and the side of the cliff face. I glanced up as I ran, and saw the four men standing in a circle on the outcrop on the third floor. They were still laughing about something, and the only one facing me was wiping his eyes with the back of his hand.

I flipped the shelf up over my head, aimed it at the side of the balcony on the second floor, and then set it down as soon as I felt the edge touched the adobe. There was a bit of noise when the metal scraped across the clay, but the laughing men ignored it, and I scurried up the ramp like a monkey.

As soon as I set foot on the railing of the second floor, I turned around to face the courtyard, jumped up to grab on the lip of the third floor, and flipped myself up onto the side of the railing. The guards were still laughing, and I felt a slow smile spread across my lips.

They wouldn’t be laughing in a few seconds.

I pulled my long knife out of its sheath and sneaked across the walkway toward the sound of laughter. It would be hard to take out four of them without them raising the alarm, but they were busy laughing, unprepared for me, and I was a fucking marine.

And these assholes took my friends.

I sprung out from behind the corner and grabbed the face of the one who had his back to me. He let out a gasp of surprise when my left hand closed around his mouth, and he started to gag.

I slashed my knife out with a precise arc and sliced open the throat of the man standing to the left of the first fucker. A shower of blood sprayed across the other two men, but the third didn’t have a chance to gasp before I shoved my blade through his skull. The fourth man did get a gasp out, but I’d already pulled the blade out of his friend’s face, and I hammered the point home into his esophagus before he could follow up his gasp with a warning shout.

The first man reached up to pull my arm and fingers free of his face, but I yanked down to pull him backward off balance. He clutched onto my wrist so he wouldn’t fall to the ground, and the knife spun in my hand as I reversed my grip on the blade. I stabbed him in the chest until he stopped twitching, and then let his corpse slide from my grasp.

Their deaths caused the animal in my stomach to purr with pleasure, but then a small bout of dizziness almost brought me to my knees. I fought it off as I leaned against the side of the adobe, and then I went to work on the corpses of the men I just killed.

I pushed the four bodies to the darker edge of the blood soaked balcony and took one of their hand axes. It was made out of a rough metal, but the edge was sharp enough to chop through anything that wasn’t armored. I wasn’t too familiar with the weapon, but I knew a few of the squads in Jupiter’s Marines carried well-crafted tomahawk melee weapons for close combat situations.

There was an entrance to the cave systems next to the balcony, and I saw a distant glow of a burning torch. I glanced down the side of the cliff face to make sure the next outpost hadn’t sounded an alarm, and then I stepped into the narrow hallway leading into the rock wall.

The tunnel was smooth, but it twisted to the right a bit as I walked. I guessed I had gone some twenty meters before I came upon the small burning torch. It hung on the wall over a long set of stairs, and I fought against a growl of frustration. The air inside the cave tunnel was cool and a bit damp. It made me think the tunnel continued deep into the rock, and the monster in my stomach thrashed with frustration.

I walked down the stairs and hoped that my instincts were wrong.

The steps continued for half a minute, and I came out of the hallway in a place which looked like the inside of an apartment courtyard. The space in the middle was much larger than I expected; at least five hundred square meters and the four levels were stacked with chiseled out alcoves that served as living quarters.

There were at least two hundred of these alcoves, each with a cloth hanging across the opening for some privacy. Torches burned along the walls, but the area was a large cavern, and the light didn’t penetrate all the nooks and crannies of the various levels. The place carried a musky smell with a slight overtone of fecal matter. It made me think that, despite the size of the site, there were still way too many people living here.

And I could hear their deep breathing, their snoring, and their restless movements. The whole city had no idea that an apex predator was in their midst.

I didn’t see any guards or anyone awake, and the edges of each level were protected with a meter and a half high guard wall of adobe. If I were careful, I’d be able to sneak around this place, but I still didn’t know where my friends were, if they were even here, and I was running out of time before this city awoke.

The stairs put me on the top floor of the four levels. I leaned over the edge of the rail and could almost see the bottom floor, but the angle was too acute. I could see all the other alcoves near me though, so I came up with the only plan I could think of: I’d sneak around the top walkways as quickly as I could, and keep an eye out for any alcove with bars instead of a cloth curtain.

I set out at a light jog across the walkway of the fourth level. The dizziness returned after I’d gone a few dozen meters, but it wasn’t as bad as my earlier attacks, and I was able to fight this one off without halting my progress.

My boots were too heavy for me to move at this pace with complete silence, but I didn’t think the noise of my passing would wake anyone up.

I made it to the other side of the complex, but I hadn’t seen anything on the levels below that made me think my friends were being kept there. All of the alcoves had curtains, not bars, and I didn’t notice any guards.

There were stairs on this end of the complex, but I ignored them and continued around to the other side of the fourth-floor walkway. Now I could see the alcoves beneath where I first walked, but these had no guards. My frustration grew as I circled back to my original position, and I debated going down the bottom floor or walking up the stairs to return outside.

I was already here in the cave, so I decided to finish searching this place. Then I’d return outside, kill the guards, and try for the buildings. The decision didn’t make me entirely happy, but I couldn’t waste any more time pondering my next moves.

I snuck down the rough cut stairs and ran into a woman running up them on silent, bare feet.

“Dare desu ka?” she gasped with surprise, and the dizziness chose the perfect time to assault me.

I dropped my axe and reached for her throat, but my movement was clumsy, and she back pedaled down the steps. She turned to run, but I caught her long black hair and got the point of my knife against her throat before she could scream.

Fuck.

“Where are the women?” I whispered in Japanese.

“Women?” she gasped, and I could feel her body tremble against my chest.

“My friends. Four of them. Your men attacked my ship and took them. Where are they being kept?”

“I don’t--”

“Don’t lie, I will cut you,” I hissed, but I knew I wouldn’t. I had no problem killing women soldiers who were shooting at me, but I knew I didn’t have the disposition to act out my threat against an unarmed female.

“Please. I have a child growing,” she pleaded, and I glanced down her chest to see her slight bump over her stomach. Well, shit, now I definitely wasn't going to hurt her.

“Help me, and I won’t hurt you,” I growled into her ear as I pulled her closer to my chest. “Four women. They were taken from me. I killed a bunch of your men and followed them here. Where are the women?” I tried to keep my words as basic as I could since her accent was all sorts of wrong.

“They don’t let us outside during the Magate. I don’t know about any women. Please don’t hurt me.” Her voice trembled almost as much as her body did.

“You never leave?” I asked. “You never go outside?”

“The Gayan will capture us, and they will give us to Magate, so they don’t have to give their own women. We don’t go out when they are here.”

“Gayan is another tribe?” I asked.

“Yes. Please. I have chi--”

“Shut up,” I cut her off and pushed the tip of my knife into her throat a bit more. “When do the Magate come?” I asked.

“This morning. We are hiding. I have seen no women. Please. If they find us, they will take us. I have a child inside of me. It is my first one, I don’t want to go.”

“Does your tribe take women from Gayan?” I asked, but I guessed the answer before she gave it to me.

“Yes. Magate needs women. We can’t anger Magate. I don’t want to go.” Her voice was starting to get a bit loud, so I pulled back on her hair some to make her gasp.

“Where do they keep women they take from Gayan? One of the buildings outside?”

“Yes. It is center most building. Please don’t hu--”

I heard a roaring sound, and the stairwell I stood in started to vibrate. Some dust came from the ceiling, and my heart jumped into my throat.

“Is that--”

“Magate!” she gasped. “Please! Let me go! I need to hide.”

I heard surprised shouting from up above and down below. It sounded like the whole damn city was awake now.

I was out of time.

“Hide. Don’t tell anyone I was here,” I said, but I knew she probably would. I let her go, and the woman ran down the stairs away from me.

I bent down to pick up my axe, but standing unleashed a new phase of dizziness in my head. I leaned against the wall again, and the spell lasted for as long as the thrusters shook the walls of the adobe fortress.

I moved up the stairs back to the fourth level, and then I crossed the short walkway to get to the other set of stairs the led up to the outside of the cave system. People were coming out of their alcoves, but I was only exposed for the three meters it took for me to run between the stairwell and walkway. I didn’t hear anyone raise the alarm about my presence.

I sprinted up the stairs and slid down behind the railing of the guard station. A white starship had landed in the grassy field just outside the area of the courtyard, and the back hatch was slowly opening. The ship was eighty meters long, fat in the middle, and obviously made for transporting goods instead of combat. I only spotted two cannons on the vessel, and they didn’t have the correct mounting or diameter for a heavy plasma salvo. I also noticed the engine thrusters had a significant amount of black build up at the exhaust ports, the paint was chipped by all the metal rivets, and the side hinges of the hold door let out a squeal of anger when they were extended.

This was an old ship, and it wasn’t in the best of shape with the exception of the insignia on the side of the ship: a golden cross within a square that was within a circle. The paint on the emblem looked to be brand new, and it caught the small rays of dawn sunlight and reflected them like a mirror.

The ship’s hatch finished opening and a ramp extended from the base of the hold. Four white robed figures stood on the edge of the deck, and they there were glowing halos floating above their heads. Their costumes were more splendid than their ship, and gleaming lights flashed from the seams of their garments when they moved down the ramp. By the time they set foot on the ground, the doors to the last two buildings in the courtyard opened, and a group of bare chested tribesmen emerged from inside.

They carried my friends over their shoulders. They were still naked, and all four of them seemed to still be unconscious.

The beast shrieked, and the sound made my head spin. He wanted to come up to the surface of my consciousness. He wanted to take control. He wanted to tear apart all of these men, and then reclaim his women.

Now that I knew where Eve, Zea, Kasta, and Paula were, I knew it was safe to change. I could easily jump down, run across the courtyard, and kill all of these men with my weapons.

But the change didn’t come. I didn’t shift, and another bout of nausea slammed into my stomach.

I fought against the overwhelming desire to vomit, and crawled to the edge of the guard station. Was the drug keeping me from shifting? Had not enough time passed since I last shifted? The monster in my DNA growled with frustration and slammed up against the corners of my mind. I wanted him to come out. I wanted to shift, but it wasn’t happening.

I pushed the top of the axe against the ground and used it to stand. Every muscle in my body ached from trying to change, but my head hurt worst of all. It felt as if someone tried to break apart my brain with a rusted chisel and heavy mallet.

I looked to the slaver vessel and saw the group of men carrying my friends toward the back hatch. The men in white actually were carrying rifles, and I squinted as I looked at one of them.

Fuck it all. He carried a plasma rifle.

The ramp to the white spaceship was about seven-hundred meters away. It would have been an easy shot with my sniper rifle, but there was no way I could hit anything that far away with my submachine gun or heavy pistols. My massive revolver might be able to make the shot, but there was a higher probability I would miss, and then the fuckers would know I was here.

The plasma rifle would make quick work of this whole cliff face.

I was going to have to get close enough to take the plasma rifle carrying fuck out without him knowing, and I needed to do it before my friends got on that ship. Once it took off, they would probably enter orbit. I could pursue them with Persephone, but all they would have to do is engage their hyperdrives, and my friends would be gone forever. I would have no way of following them or knowing where their destination was.

The horrible thought almost caused my body to seize with fear. Even if my friends somehow escaped from their slavers, they would have to find a ship, and hyperdrive back here or Queen’s Hat. It might take months for them to get one, or years for them to travel back to the station.

I ran toward the next guard alcove. I didn’t even try to use stealth. I just rounded the corner, cleaved one of the men’s skulls open with the tomahawk, cut the throat of the other with my long knife, kicked the third man in the stomach to knock the wind out of him, and then head butted the last guard. Then my axe beheaded the man bent over from the stomach kick while my knife pushed through the other man’s chest and slashed his heart into two equal pieces.

I jumped back from the alcove and turned toward the next guard station. One of the men there saw me butcher the other group, and he gave a yelp of surprise that alerted his friends. One of them stepped around the corner to peer into the hallway as he raised a blow gun to his mouth. I flipped the axe around so it shielded my face with its blade, but the dart bounced harmlessly off my chest armor. I reached him before he could reload his dart gun, and my knife cleaved through his neck, shoulder, and the forearm he raised to try and block my attack. Blood exploded across the corridor walls, and the shower of crimson almost obscured the second man running at me with his axe raised.

He brought his weapon down with the full weight of his body, and I twisted my shoulders to the side. The weapon missed my nose by a few centimeters and scraped along my armor. My attacker stumbled toward me with unchecked momentum, and I raised my right axe-carrying arm to clothesline him under the chin while I stepped behind him. My hip pushed out while I raised my arm, and the axe carrying asshole tumbled back over me like a flipped water bottle. He landed on his back, and I brought my tomahawk down in a smooth cut that turned his skull into equal halves.

The third guard swung his axe at me with a horizontal cut. I sucked in my stomach and tried to step back, but I was still sluggish from the drugs, and the blade ended up hitting me. I let out a gasp, but the primitive metal shattered when it connected with my armor. The other man’s face took on a dumbfounded expression, but the long knife in my left hand removed it, and his life, almost instantly.

The fourth man held a club, and he let out a shout when he swung it at my head. I brought up my axe and caught the club before it could shatter my skull, and then I thrust my knife forward to try and stab him. He spun away before I could touch him, and then he jumped forward with a kick aimed at my leg.

I twisted my knee toward him so his shin collided with the armor on my thigh. His bone made a wet slapping sound, and he inhaled to scream. Before he could begin to bellow, my knife cut his esophagus in half, and the only sound that came out of his mouth was a flooded death gurgle.

I crouched under the railing and peered over toward the white slaver ship. The group of robed men and the fuckers carrying my friends were looking in this direction. They must have heard the asshole with the club shout when he attacked me, and they had stopped their exchange of my friends.

If they had heard the shout, I figured that the other group of guards at the last balcony had heard it as well. I crawled forward to the next guard alcove and then slid behind the corner. For some reason, those guards hadn’t heard me, or maybe they did, but they weren’t making a move from their position to try and come and investigate the sound.

The frustration grew in my stomach as I tried to figure out what to do next. There was one guard station left that would see me if I made a dash toward the slaver ship. If they screamed out an alarm, the men with the guns would be able to shoot me. If I took out the last guard station, I would be able to advance over by the front of the ship. Then I could come at the white robed men from behind.

I’d have a much better chance of killing them without getting fried by plasma.

The sun was peeking up over the horizon now, and it was causing a long shadow to fall over the face of the cliff and buildings in the courtyard. I didn’t think they could see me, but I still didn’t want to risk running across the level to the next guard post. I peered around the corner to the next guard station and still didn’t see anyone coming. Then I looked back over the railing to the distant slave ship. The group of white robed slavers was looking away from the cliff now, and the men carrying my friends decided the shout wasn’t intended for them. They had reached the edge of their village courtyard.

There were only a hundred meters between them and the slavers.

“Fuck this,” I growled as I launched myself to my feet and sprinted toward the last guard station. As soon as I took a few steps down the walkway, I saw why the guards hadn’t rushed to attack me. Two of them were leaning around the corner of their protected balcony with their blowguns ready. Running would put me in the range of their weapons, but they probably didn’t realize how powerful my armor was. I raised arms over my face as soon as I saw them inhale, and I felt their darts bounce off the plates on my armor a split second later. The other pair leaned out as soon as the first set fired, but I was on them before they could use their blowguns.

My tomahawk broke through the ribs of the first man and ripped apart both of his lungs along with his heart. He tried to scream when I chopped through him, but he just sprayed blood out of his mouth instead of a shriek. My knife came up into the chin of the second man, and the blade pierced his jaw, skull, and brain with one easy thrust.

The third man had a knife of his own, and he was smart enough to slash at my face instead of my armor. My own axe was stuck in the chest of the man I just killed, and I let go of it so I could dodge my enemy’s slash. He made another thrust that I twisted my face away from, and I brought my right hand up to punch into his elbow as I swung my knife across his stomach. My arms moved slower than I expected, and he managed to pull his body away before I could hit him. The tip of his knife sliced across the side of my face, and I felt a stream of warm blood pour out of the wound and down my neck when I brought my blade around to parry his next stab.

The fourth man carried a club. While I was busy with the knife-wielding guard, he took his turn to attack me. I risked a jab into his face while he brought his weapon down, and my knuckles connected with his nose a half moment before his club hit me. My blow broke his face into pieces, and his club strike bounced off the armor on my shoulder instead of my skull.

The fucker with the knife stabbed at me again, but I parried his blade with my armored forearm. Then I feinted a thrust to his stomach. He sucked in his gut to avoid my blade, but I was already twisting it upward to cut at his face. This fucker was quick though, or I was too slow from the drugs, and he twisted away before my attack could connect.

The man with the broken nose had bounced off the guard railing, and he came at me again with his club prepared to smash in my skull. I raised my arm to block the strike he aimed at my head, and we both let out a surprised gasp when the weapon broke against my armor. I didn’t even feel the impact through the plates, but the fucker felt my toe crush his balls, and then he felt my knife separate his spine from his skull when he bent over.

The asshole with the knife slashed out at my face again, but I blocked it with my forearm, and then cut at him with my own blade. I was just too slow for this fucker though, and he ducked under my arm and slammed his knife into my chest. The blade made a snapping sound when it hit my armor, and I elbowed him in the temple. He squealed, spun away, and I kicked the back of his knee right as he put weight on it. He fell backward, and I shoved my weapon into his eye to finally end his life.

The men carrying my friends had reached the group of slavers. No one was looking at the cliff face, so I leapt over the side of the ledge and grabbed onto the lip of the railing. It was easy enough to drop down to the next level, and then I lowered myself again to the floor of the dirt courtyard.

Then I pulled out my submachine gun while I sprinted toward the nose of the landed slave ship.

The bare-chested men laid the four naked women on the grass in front of the slavers, then they all prostrated themselves on the field. They lay there with their heads on the ground while the four robed men walked around my friends. I had to dive under the grass to keep from being seen, and I continued my journey on my hands and knees.

I was still some three hundred meters away when I saw the robed men gesture toward my friends. Four of the bare-chested men jumped to their feet, and they each lifted a woman before walking up the ramp of the ship.

“No!” I hissed as tried to increase my crawling speed.

A few seconds passed, and I spared another glance in their direction. The robed men were turned away from the entrance of their ship and were no longer looking at me. The other men were kind of looking in my direction, but they seemed more interested in the ship’s hold.

I jumped to my feet and sprinted again.

While I ran through the tall grass, I tried to bend over a little so I was somewhat concealed. I didn’t know how well it worked, but the natives didn’t seem to notice me. Instead, they were looking at the crates that their four friends walked down the ramp carrying. I guessed it was food supplies, or maybe medical supplies that they had traded for my friends. It didn’t matter what the fuck it was, these slavers were going to get a bullet.

Two hundred meters more.

I was running as hard as I could while hunched over, but my legs, back, and chest was starting to feel numb again. Then nausea hit, and my vision started to spin. I tried to push through it, and pick up my pace, but my boot toe caught against something, and I tumbled face first into the grass.

I wanted to puke again, but I forced the bile back down and pushed myself off the dirt. I wanted to shift, I needed to shift, but my body wouldn’t start the process. I couldn’t hand control over to the animal living in my soul.

Even to save my friends.

I forced my legs to move through the long grass again. They complied even though the sky kept spinning and my lungs were telling me that they couldn’t take any more air. The drugs had really fucked me up. I needed to take a few seconds to rest, but my friends didn’t have a few seconds. I saw the bare-chested men set down the boxes on the grass and then turn to the white robed slavers. They bowed deeply again and turned back toward their city.

The men in white began to walk up the ramp of their ship.

One hundred meters.

Please shift.

Please shift.

Fucking shift, Adam.

I didn’t bother crouching anymore. I was pushing my human legs as fast as they could go. Then I demanded more speed and got a bit more. Every limb of my body was numb, but I didn’t fucking care. I needed to get to the ship before the hatch closed.

Fifty meters.

I ran next to the white slaver ship now, and I could see the shitty paint job, and the sloppy rivets connecting the jutting pieces of metal to the hull.

The angle of my approach allowed me to see the end of the ramp extending from the rear of the craft I ran next to. It was pulling back into the craft, and the engines fired up. Their sound deafened me, and the blast of air from a thruster above me almost knocked me to the ground.

I was almost at the end of the ship. I just needed fifteen more meters.

I thought about Eve trapped in her prison tube for countless years. I thought about how she was the part of me that I never knew I needed.

I thought about when I first met Zea. I recalled her reaching down to pull me up to the top of the elevator. I recalled the dinner we had in Queen’s Hat and our first kiss. I recalled how everything she said made me laugh and how our bodies became like one when we were lovers.

I thought about Paula and Kasta; the genius sisters who were two of my best friends. They had lost their sister to slavery, and now they were going to experience the same damn fate if I didn’t save them.

The ship’s thrusters screamed, and I went deaf. Then it began to lift off the ground.

I rounded the corner of the vessel and saw the back hatch was still in the process of closing.

I ran toward it with every ounce of power I could harness.

The edges of my vision spun and turned black.

My heart slammed in my ears.

My lungs cried with agony.

My legs felt like they were made out of boiling lead.

I jumped with all my strength and reached my left hand out as high as I could to catch the lip of the craft’s loading bay.

My fingers caught the edge. My momentum carried me forward in a swing, but I kept my grip.

I let go of my submachine gun, and then reached up with my right hand so I could pull myself up onto the craft before the hatch door closed.

My right fingers latched onto the surface, and I gave out a shout of relief before I began to pull myself up onto the loading deck.

Then the hatch came down, tore through my armor, and cut off my arms at the wrists.

I didn’t feel the pain at first. Instead, I only felt the feeling of weightlessness. Then I saw the white painted vessel fall away from me. Then I saw the two bloody stumps that had once been my hands.

Then I felt the pain.

But it wasn’t the pain from my injury. It was the pain of knowing that I’d failed my friends. It was the pain of knowing that they might serve as slaves for the rest of their lives. It was the pain of knowing that, even if they did escape, we would never be together again.

I screamed, but I was deaf still from the engines, or maybe it was from the wind rushing past my face. The ship had taken me high up into the sky of GUAAY - 23 - C, and the buildings of the town where we just left looked like tiny blocks children would play with.

I fell, and hoped that Eve could hear my last goodbye.
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Chapter 11

But my plummet only lasted another handful of seconds.

There was a popping sound from my back, and a piece of my armor ejected as if something from my flight suit had kicked it free. I twisted in the air as I tried to look behind my shoulder, and then a puff of white smoke shot from my back.

The smoke billowed out from behind me, and I realized it was actually a light gray parachute. It had the same pattern as my flight suit, but I couldn’t see any of the lines connecting it to my suit. There were lines though, since I felt the sudden tug on my chest and back once the parachute filled with air.

There weren’t any handles to steer my descent, and even if there were, I wouldn’t be able to grab them. I found with a bit of trial and error I could twist my torso a bit as I dangled to somewhat change my trajectory. I did this a few times so that I landed back in the burnt field where the slaver ship landed. The landing was rough, and I felt every bone in my body scream with the impact.

Then I went numb everywhere.

Nausea hit me once more.

I didn’t have time to puke. Blood was pouring out of my arms, and I needed to get cauterizing salts onto the wounds or I would bleed out before my body could heal and regenerate my hands.

I reached for the mini med-kits I kept in my ammo pouches, but of course, I had no hands to open up the bag. And my wrists continued to spray blood across my waist.

“Fuckkkkkk,” I growled as I blinked away tears. I couldn’t afford to waste a second now. The only hope I had was to get back to Persephone and try to intercept the slave ship when it visited other cities on the world.

But I didn’t have hands to steer the dark starship. I couldn’t man the cannons or laser array. I didn’t even know how to open communications with the slave ship. Even if I did, I couldn’t attack them because my friends were onboard.

I couldn’t stop the slavers from using their hyperdrive.

There was a mountain of problems that I didn’t know how to solve, but I couldn’t afford to think about them until I stopped my bleeding. I should have died in the fall, but my suit had given me a second chance, and I needed to take advantage of it the best I could.

The parachute was still attached to my back, and my submachine gun was still hanging over my right shoulder. The gun had a handle on the slide and a few edges on the stock, but I didn’t think I could get it off my shoulder and at an angle that would let me open the ammo belt. I looked at the chute and saw it was attached to my back with micro-filament lines. They were nearly invisible because of their diameter, and I came up with a plan that might work.

I stepped back and put my foot on the chute. Then I found a section of line where I could leverage my bloody arm stumps under and over. It took me a few precious seconds to get the tension right, but then I was able to use the taut string to pull open the flap of my ammo belt. The magazines and med-kits were packed tightly in there, so I jumped up and down to try to loosen them. The tactic didn’t work as well as I hoped. So, I threw myself on the grass and lifted my legs up above me while my shoulders pressed into the dirt. Then the ammo pouch emptied, and the two med-kits fell on the grass. They looked somewhat like shotgun shells, only a little wider and longer.

I rolled over, pinched one of the kits with my bloody forearms and bit into the end of the tube. I was starting to get dizzy again, but I focused on moving the mono-filament parachute line against the lid. I could have easily opened it with fingers, and I growled with frustration. The line slipped once, twice, three times, but the fourth produced the result I wanted, and the container opened abruptly. The various packages and syringes scattered onto the grass, and I bent down to find the coagulant salts.

There were three bags of the stuff, and I tried to figure out how I could open them without hands. I wasted two seconds trying to think of a solution, but then I just bit one with my teeth to pick it up from the ground and began to chew on the container. My molars crushed open the package, and the salts started to solidify with my saliva, but I spat some onto my right arm as soon as I could. Then I rubbed the rest of the paste into the wound by scraping my bloody stump against the armor on my leg.

That felt all sorts of fucking terrible, and I had to bite my tongue to keep from screaming.

The salts did work well though, and the blood pouring from my wound slowed to a trickle almost immediately.

I kneeled on the ground again and gobbled up the next salt packet. I was able to spit the paste on my left stump with better coverage this time, and the bleeding stopped within a few seconds of me applying it. I chewed on the last package, spit part of it on my right stump to ensure the bleeding there was taken care of, and then I spat the rest on my left wound and knelt back on the grass. The pain was beginning to radiate up my arms, and it combined with the nausea I was feeling in a very unhelpful way. I felt close to fainting, and I knew that passing out right now was the wrong answer to the hundreds of problems I needed to solve.

I looked through the yellow grass and spotted one of the syringes. I didn’t know what it was, but this was a combat med-kit, so I guessed it was a happy cocktail of synthetic adrenaline and painkillers. It took me two attempts to pinch the syringe between my stumps, but I was finally able to bring it up to my face. Then I pulled the safety tip off with my teeth and slammed the thing into the side of my neck. The needle stayed stuck in my neck when I pulled my right arm away, and I used the side of my forearm to push in the plunger. Warm ecstasy filled my body, and the nauseous feeling retreated.

I pinched the spare kit and pistol magazines with my arms and deposited them back in the ammo pouch. Then I stood from the grass. The pain in my forearms was disappearing, and I only felt a surge of raw energy. I was sure that I would crash hard later, but it was another problem I didn’t need to address now.

Now, I needed to get back to Persephone.

My first few steps were hesitant, but my legs quickly gained their steadiness back. Soon I was running, but I only made it fifty or so meters before a small breeze rolled across the plain of grass. It caught the parachute trailing behind me and ripped me off my feet.

I slammed back onto the ground and let out a scream of frustration, There was likely an easier way to get the cords released from my back, but I was sure I needed fingers to do it. I pushed myself to my feet and then gathered up the thin parachute in my blood soaked arms before I started running again.

This is when I noticed the group of men running toward me from the adobe town.

Shit.

The men and their city were in-between the APC and me. If I had a single hand, I would be able to gun them all down in a matter of moments. Instead, all I had were stumps, weapons I couldn’t fire, a bloody parachute, and body armor. I had turned from the hunter to prey in just a few minutes.

I’d always been a fast runner, so I could play the role of prey if it meant that I would escape.

I turned to my right a bit and started sprinted toward them. Running away from the direction of my APC might buy me some time to heal, but it would also cost me the time I needed to use to get onboard Persephone. I was going to have to run through these fuckers and hope they were stupid enough to try to attack me with their melee weapons instead of shooting their darts at my head.

The men shifted the direction they were running so they were moving toward me across the field. There were eight in total, but only two of them had their blowguns in their hands. The others carried a combination of clubs and axes.

I tried to shift again. The beast roared in my belly, but the change didn’t happen, and my efforts only rewarded me with an ache in my skull.

Then the men and I collided.

The first asshole took a swipe at me with his axe, and I raised my arms to block him at the elbow. He shouted when he smashed into my armor, and then he gasped when I hit him in the face with my right shoulder. He fell into the grass, but two more men were swinging their axes at me.

I took the hit from one of the axes on my stomach, but my armor shrugged it off without issue. The second man’s swing was aimed at my head, but I ducked under it while I continued my run. I heard the blowguns puff, but I didn’t feel the darts dig into the flesh around my head or bounce off my armor.

An asshole swung his club at my chest, but I surprised him by delivering a jumping knee to his face. His jaw broke with a loud crack, and he went down under me. I rolled free before I could get entangled by his arm, and then shrugged lose of someone’s hands.

Then I was on the other side of the group and running.

Next, I felt a tug on my back, and I realized one of the parachute cords must have gotten tangled up with one of the fuckers.

I spun around to see the cord wrapped around the chest of the man I’d taken down with my knee. I yanked hard on the parachute wrapped around my stumps, and he let out a scream as the mono-filament line twisted around his torso, arms, and shoulder. I was ensnared with him, and I wasn’t going to be able to escape unless someone cut me free.

One of the axe-wielders came at me, and I shuffled back to avoid a chop to the face. My movement yanked on the rope tied around the man, and our connection prevented me from dodging the axe swing as much as I would have preferred.

The other men knew I was ensnared, so they moved to circle me.

Fuck. This wasn’t good at all.

The man with the axe made a horizontal swing, and I lifted up my parachute to block him. His blade slammed into the mass of rope and fabric before it bounced off my armor. He stepped even closer to me and chopped down with his blade. I also caught this one with the parachute and marveled at how strange it was that I didn’t have to worry about my hands being chopped off.

He moved to chop at me again, but I delivered a shin kick to his knee, and my strength, combined with my armor, broke the joint with a satisfying crunch sound. He screamed and dropped to the ground, but there was little time to celebrate; one of the other blowgun dart fucks had loaded his weapon again, and I brought up my arms to keep the dart from hitting my face.

I knew there was an asshole behind me with a club, but I couldn’t dodge out of the way of his overhead swing. His blow produced a loud cracking sound when it connected with my shoulder, but the plated armor prevented me from feeling more than the slightest of impacts. I spun around, and my elbow produced a crater in his face where his nose once was.

My attack pulled on the thin ropes wrapped around the man on the ground, and a few of the lines made sharp guitar plucking-like noises when they tore loose from the parachute wrapped around my bloody stumps. I had hoped the axe attacks would have cut loose some of the lines, and I yanked hard again on the parachute so I could block another one of the fucker’s axe swings.

This one cut the remainder of the taut lines free from the nest in my arms, and I yanked myself free of their anchor. I still had some of the lines attached from my back to the parachute, but thankfully, I wasn’t attached to the fucker on the ground anymore. I made a last kick at one of the blow dart men before I turned to run.

The men shouted with surprise when I sprinted away, but they quickly took up the pursuit. I had a good eight hundred meters to run before I reached the APC, and I still didn’t know how I would get inside of the vehicle. I didn’t really have fingers to grab the door latches. I would have to use my mouth on the handle, and I knew it would take a few minutes to figure it out.

I glanced behind me as I ran and saw that I was putting distance between myself and the group of men. The adrenaline shot was giving me a boost of energy, and I almost felt back to my normal capabilities.

I just hoped it would last long enough for me to get back to Persephone, figure out how to get her off the ground, and chase down the ship who had taken my friends.

My legs screamed from my previous bouts of sprinting, but I told them to shut the fuck up and keep running. They did as I ordered, and I ran into the courtyard of the town a good hundred meters ahead of the fuckers chasing me.

There were people out and about now in the city courtyard, and they screamed when I ran into the clearing. I saw mostly women wearing primitive looking dresses or rawhide pants and tunics. No one moved to intercept me when I ran past them, and I plowed into the grassy area beside the cliff face and forced my burning legs up the slope of the hill where I parked the APC. I crested the hill and then raced down the other side before I reached the large vehicle.

I leaned down toward the handle and tried to grab it with my teeth. The slot was too wide though, and I couldn’t get my mouth around it. I tried a few more times, but each attempt further convinced me I wasn’t going to be able to get into the cabin without fingers.

I looked over my shoulder and saw the group of men cresting the hill some hundred and fifty meters behind me.

I had half a minute to get into the truck.

The parachute was still wrapped around my stumps, and I thought about pushing one end into the loop of the handle, wrapping both sides around my stumps, and then yanking it open, but it would take me a few minutes, and I’d need a way to ramrod the fabric through the loop. The only item in my possession that could do it was one of my guns, but I couldn’t draw my revolver or pistols without my hands.

My submachine gun was still hanging over my shoulder, though, so I used my left forearm to position the barrel into the door loop. I hammered it in a bit with the side of my right forearm. Then I yanked on the strap wrapped around my shoulder to pull the gun away.

The door opened with a satisfying click, and I pulled the gun free before I leapt up into the seat.

There was an armrest on the inside of the door, and I hooked the heel of my boot in the slot there before I pulled my leg back. The motion closed the door as I rolled over to look at the controls there. I found the button to lock the doors easy enough, and I pressed my left elbow on it a half moment before one of the fuckers chasing me slammed his axe into the glass of the window.

“Fuck you,” I growled at the man after his weapon bounced off the armored glass. Another man slammed his club into the door, but the APC was covered in armor, and it would have laughed off the slugs from my shotgun. These primitive men didn’t know that though, and they all proceeded to beat on the vehicle.

I raised my aching leg and pushed the toe of my boot against the engine’s start button. Then I moved my right arm stump over to the drive control stick. I pushed it into the forward gear mode, wedged my left arm into the steering wheel spokes, and slammed my right boot down on the acceleration pedal.

The APC shot forward and steamrolled over three of the fuckers. They let out a short scream of terror before they were brought down by the front ram-plow and chewed up by the massive wheels. I glanced out the side mirror to see the men chasing me, but I put a little more pressure on the pedal, and they quickly faded into the grass.

I couldn’t roll open my transponder to see where I was in relation to Persephone, but I turned the wheel a bit to the left and drove until I found the original path of grass I took when I first drove to the city. I turned the APC back on the course and pushed the speed up to eighty kilometers an hour. It was way too fast a speed to be using through a grassy plain, but the vehicle was tough enough to take virtually any impact, and I had already driven this path before. I knew there were no sudden drops or cliffs to worry about.

My friends didn’t have a lot of time. I suspected the slaver ship would make multiple stops, but I didn’t know for sure how their procedure worked on this planet. There could be dozens of ships visiting different territories, or the pick up where they got my friends could have been their last stop before they left.

The odds of me saving them would drop to zero if the ship went into hyperdrive.

I pulled up to Persephone and slammed on the brakes of the APC. I had to wedge my toe into the lever on the armrest to get it open, but it popped free after a third try.

The remainder of the parachute got caught on the side of the door when I exited, and it cost me a few seconds of time unhooking it. Then I ran up Persephone’s ramp and moved to the lock panel. I didn’t have a finger to draw the manta ray shape to open the door, so I pushed my nose up to the panel and moved my neck around until the bay door opened. Then I ran back to the APC and drove the vehicle into the bay. There were ground locks in the bay which kept our drones and vehicles from being tossed around while in flight, and I somehow managed to park the APC over the latches.

Paula had set them up when we were back on Uraniel, and I thought again about the sister she lost to slavers.

I fell out of the APC and stumbled a bit on the floor of the bay. Once I got my balance, it was a quick run back to the hatch, and I elbowed the buttons that would pull up the ramp and close the door before I sprinted toward the elevator hallway.

“They took them!” I shouted to Persephone as soon as I stepped into the elevator and hit the button for the bridge. I didn’t know if the ship heard me, or even if she cared, but she had already helped me with the video when I requested. I desperately needed her help to get my friends back so I put my faith in her being willing to assist me again if I asked.

“I couldn’t get to them in time. A ship just took off from the landing spot twenty kilometers to our northwest. Can you track it? We need to fly after it! I have to try and communicate with them!” The elevator door opened to the bridge, and I sprinted past the gunners stations and map before throwing myself into Zea’s pilot seat.

“Persephone, can you lift off? Can you show them to me on the map? We need to find them. Please?” I looked at the array of complicated controls and felt another bout of nausea hit me. Zea had been right, Persephone was much harder to fly than the shuttle craft. There were a hundred times more buttons, and the lump in my throat threatened to choke me.

“Can you activate the engines? We need to go!” I shouted and then waited for Persephone to do something. For her to do anything that would show she was controlling the ship.

“Fuckkkkkk!” I screamed as I moved to touch my elbow against one of the buttons which would have activated the engines on a shuttle. I let out a gasp when the terminal display flashed Atmospheric Engines On in green letters, and I moved the nubs of my arms to the thrust controller.

The control didn’t seem to do anything, and I fought against the panic blossoming in my stomach.

I didn’t know how to fly Persephone. I didn’t know how to do a damn thing on this ship, and I was about to lose the women I loved.

“Please help me,” I whispered as I moved my bloody stump across another lever that might have controlled the thrusters. This didn’t seem to do anything either, and I thought again about how quickly Zea learned to fly this ship. Damn it, the woman was a genius, and I hadn’t told her how much I appreciated her.

Would I ever see her again?

“Please, Persephone! I don’t know how to fly you. I need to save them!” I shouted, but there was no reply from the ship, no sudden noise of the thrusters activating, and no indication that the spirit on this ship heard me.

I reached for a third level and saw the display change when I pushed it forward. It was the thruster control, and Persephone began to rumble under me.

DANGER

LANDING GEAR ENGAGED AND LOCKED.

The screen flashed, and I searched the vast array of lit buttons to see if any of them were the landing gear. Persephone had a setting on them to keep her from moving or shifting, and Zea must have set it when she landed.

A nest of them were glowing on the far left side of the terminal, and I began pushing buttons there as I wiggled the stick in the middle. Fuck, I was such an idiot. Persephone was a ridiculously complicated military starship, and I was fumbling around like a metaphorical bull in a china shop. The controls didn’t release the landing gear, and the ship started to shudder with more urgency. I reached for the thruster controls and pulled them back so the ship didn’t tear itself apart before I figured out how to fly her.

My screen flashed suddenly, and the alarm blared across the bridge. I looked up at the display and saw a trio of white painted ships entering the atmosphere in the far distance behind me. Persephone posted the usual red text displaying the characteristics of the ships, but I ignored it in favor of trying to get the landing gear ready for taking off.

“Fuck. How do I unlock the landing gear?” I asked as I reached for another set of buttons, but Persephone didn’t answer. Instead, the alarm seemed to get louder, and I glanced up to see the starships getting closer on the map.

I thought back to the shuttle, and tried to remember where the landing gear control was on the smaller vessel. It didn’t have a way to lock down the arms, but the switch was on the far right side of the thrusters since they didn’t have to be used in combat. I looked over to the right, and saw a touch pad with a small hand symbol next to it. I pressed my nose on the pad and then slid my face upward and away from my seat.

My terminal screen flashed, and the landing gear warning disappeared. I slammed my bloody stump against the thruster control, and Persephone sprung from the surface of the planet like a bullet. I hadn’t expected her speed, which was incredibly foolish, and the g-forces of her launch almost forced my ribs to bend around my spine and poke out through my back. I felt darkness swim at the edges of my vision, and I moved to grab the thruster control so I could pull it back.

But I had no hands, and the stump of my arm couldn’t hook around the thruster control. I could barely push my arm out in the first place because of the g-forces, and Persephone’s nose was pointed level with the surface of the planet. I needed her to angle up a bit so we could get up into the atmosphere and try to find the fuckers who took my friends.

I couldn’t breathe. The ribs in my chest were constricting around my lungs, and my heart was being strangled. I was struggling to stay awake, but black snakes coiled around my vision and wrapped around my mind. I pushed my left elbow against the back of the chair and tried to push myself forward so I could leverage my right stump on the thruster lever.

Everything turned black, but I felt my stump press against something firm, and the pressure released from my chest. I gasped with relief, and the color began to return to my vision. I’d hooked onto the lever and reduced Persephone’s throttle to about half. She was still blasting above the surface of the planet with incredible speed, but it wasn’t enough to break my body.

“Did we lose those three fucks?” I asked as I looked back up at the screen. I didn’t see them in the rear view display, or on the map, so I breathed another sigh of relief.

“Persephone, can you track the ship that took them?” I asked even though I doubted she would respond.

The screen split into a new frame, and I saw a highlighted vessel blip on the map.

“How far away?” I asked as I looked at the front screen and the smaller overhead map display.

Lights blinked on the screen image, and I let out a growl of frustration.

6,203 kilometers.

The map showed a line out from the front of the distant ship, it looked as if it was parallel to the surface of the planet, but the trajectory was a little too flat.

Persephone was telling me that the ship was trying to escape the planet’s gravity.

They were going to leave.

I set my right arm against the tip of Persephone’s controls and pulled it back into me so her nose would point up. I knew there was an automated flight sequencer that would do this more efficiently, but it might end up punching me out in orbit too far away from the craft I was chasing.

Damn it all. I’d taken too long to get back to Persephone. I’d spent too much time trying to figure out how to fly her.

I didn’t even know what to do when I caught up with them. Open up communications and demand my friends back? I had rhodium to offer for trade, but what if they said no?

What if they attacked?

What if they just hit their hyperdrives?

“Go, Persephone. We have to catch them.” I ignored the terror in my stomach and pushed on the thruster controls a bit. Our speed increased dramatically, and my brain started to feel as if it weighed fifty kilograms.

Persephone was so damn fast. Those times Zea told me she was going as fast as she could had been a lie. Zea was going as fast as we could handle without dying. Persephone could go much faster.

4,887 kilometers.

“We… are… catching… them.” Every word had to be forced out of my throat, and I watched the distance number tick down as I steered behind the exiting ship.

Alarms blared, and I saw other red dots appear in the sky above my target. Persephone counted twenty-one of them in orbit, and their scan identification tags all read as belonging to Magate Order.

1,101 kilometers.

The ship we were chasing was large on my viewscreen. Its thrusters were spewing out black smoke, and I was a bit surprised the vessel could even get out of orbit.

But then it was out of orbit, and Persephone was right behind.

20 kilometers.

I had seen Eve use the communication tools enough times to know where those buttons were located, and I pushed the bloody stump of my arm onto the one which would broadcast an invitation to communicate.

Persephone’s alarm was still screaming, and I saw the rest of the Magate Order ships maneuver toward us. I had no hands and no crew. Even if my friends were on board the ship, we would have to run from this many attackers.

“Answer me!” I yelled at my communication equipment as I glanced up at the screen. The ship knew I was chasing it now, but it was a dove to my hawk dive, and I was now close enough to engage my plasma cannons or laser array.

But that would kill my friends.

“Answer me!” I shouted again I pulled back on Persephone’s throttle. The engine automatically switched over to the vacuum drives, but it appeared the same controls operated that propulsion system.

The swarm of white painted Magate Order ships was closing in around me, and I knew the map indicated I had twenty seconds before they could try to hit me with their cannons.

Then the ship I was chasing elongated like a rubberband. It disappeared a moment after it stretched, and I knew I might not ever see the women I loved again.

I had failed them.

“No!” I screamed, and my voice turned into a tiger’s roar.

“No!” I choked through my tears and the thick lump in my throat.

Persephone’s sirens drowned out my third scream, and I looked up at the screen. The first group of Magate Order ships was firing balls of blue plasma, but the screens indicated they would all miss if I continued on my current speed of travel.

Hope wasn’t lost. I was still alive. I still had Persephone. Eve, Zea, Paula, and Kasta were the most capable women I knew. They could escape. They would meet me at Queen’s Hat. I just needed to get back there and wait for them. I could use my rhodium to find info on these Magate Order fucks. Persephone had the data she gathered from scanning the ships. I would search for them. I’d find them.

But first I needed to get out of here.

Another wave of plasma balls flew across the front of Persephone, and she rocked from a hit. I guessed her shields absorbed it, but I didn’t know how many more hits she could take.

“I need to get back to Queen’s Hat,” I yelled to Persephone as I moved my left elbow to the controls Zea always used to engage the warp drive. It was reset now, and it would take me less than fifteen minutes to get back to the station. Juliette would help me find info on the Magate Order, and they would regret the day they ever took my friends. I’d make them all pay. I’d kill every last one of them.

Persephone rocked again, and I realized that Queen’s Hat wasn’t the destination already programmed into the drive. It was Epsilon Tauri - b, the planet the crew of Dance to the Dirge had said they were from.

“Fucking shit!” I screamed as Persephone shuddered from another salvo of plasma fire.

I needed to get back to Queen’s Hat, not continue with my mission to chase down old leads. I needed to lick my wounds, let my hands regenerate, and then hunt for my friends. Going to Epsilon Tauri - b would waste a warpdrive use, and I’d have to wait another forty hours before I could use it again.

But I didn’t know how to use the navigation system. Even if I did, it would take me a few minutes to plot the course back to Queen’s Hat, and Persephone couldn’t weather another minute of plasma fire from twenty ships.

“Damn it all. I’m sorry.” Tears streamed down my cheeks, and my stomach turned to ice. There was no other way out of this mess. I had to run away so I could fight another day.

I pushed my left elbow down on the button to engage the warp drive, and the display screens turned dark as the starship accelerated to a speed far beyond what light could travel.

I stared at the black screens for far too long. It was silent on the bridge, and the lack of sound made my heart want to stop its beating. The lump in my throat threatened to choke me, and the one in my chest made it feel like an elephant was standing on top of me.

I stared down at my bloody arms and the bloody parachute in my lap. I needed to care for my injuries. I needed to put an IV in my arm. I needed to sleep so I could plan my next steps. I needed to read the fucking manual so that I knew how to fly Persephone properly.

I needed to do a thousand tasks, but all I wanted to do right now was grieve for the friends and lovers I might not ever see again.

So I grieved until the warpdrive ended and I arrived at Epsilon Tauri - b.
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Chapter 12

“Shit,” I gasped after I emerged from warpdrive and stared at Persephone's display screen. I’d expected to find the planet Epsilon Tauri - b, but there didn’t seem to be anything here but a distant gathering of asteroids. There were a lot of the space rocks floating around, so I checked the coordinates on the navigation system to double check that I was in the right spot.

Paula plotted the course through warpdrive from a different orbital position than where I had engaged the drive, but it took me a few minutes of glancing between her math and the map positioning to realize the distant cluster of rocks was actually Epsilon Tauri - b.

Something had destroyed the planet.

I closed my eyes and leaned the back of my skull against the headrest. The leather smelled faintly of Zea’s hair, and my emotions stormed while I breathed in her memory.

“Looks like I’m chasing ghosts,” I whispered as I looked at the screen here.

My lovers were gone, my friends were gone, and the lead I had for Dance to the Dirge was gone. For a few minutes I just stared blankly at the screen, but then I was able to focus my mind on the activities and results that I could control. The grief was almost overwhelming, but I knew there was a chance I could find my friends still. There was also a chance Juliette knew about these Magate Order slavers, or someone on Queen’s Hat knew of them. I just needed to wait forty hours before I could use the warp drive. In the meantime, I needed to get some water in me, rest so my hands could regenerate, and start reading the manual to Persephone.

I might be the only crew member for a long time.

My mind grabbed onto the tasks with zeal, and I pushed on my aching legs to launch me out of my seat. I turned to walk toward the other side of the empty bridge.

A beeping chime sounded from the terminal, and I paused midstep. It sounded like a communication request so I jumped back to the seat. The terminal screen confirmed that someone was trying to speak to me, and I pushed my armored elbow point down on the accept button.

“Persephone, do you hear me?” It was a man’s voice, and the tone communicated hints of desperation.

“Yes, I hear you. Who is this?” I asked.

“Thank the goddamn stars. I don’t have visuals anymore. My radar said you were here, and I pushed out a message. I’m Mikhael. Who am I speaking with?” There had been a minute delay with his answer, and I guessed he was far away from me.

“Adam, I am captain of Persephone,” I answered. “I don’t see you on my scanners. I came here to find Epsilon Tauri - b, was it destroyed?”

“Yes and no,” he answered with a sigh. “We are a station. You are on the other side of the asteroid field from us, but we were attacked about two weeks ago. Most of our systems are down, and we are in rough shape.”

“Who attacked you?” I asked as Persephone's scanners suddenly highlighted something in the asteroid field. It was tiny green dot, but I read the data fields while I waited for him to respond.

 

City Class Station: Epsilon Tauri - b

Manufactured by: DD345

Branding: Vaish Military Outpost 24, Epsilon Tauri - b

Hyperdrive: DD345 Churndrive. 2,135 hours to one light year.

Warpdrive: No

Foldingdrive: No

Length: 5.2 kilometers

Minimum Crew: 600

Estimated population: 2,000

Estimated fighter craft: 300

Estimated drone payload: 200

Heavy plasma cannons: 80

Light plasma guns: 30

Laser arrays: 20

 

I felt the animal in my stomach give a growl when I read ‘military outpost,’ and I wondered if this was some sort of trap. The scanner told me I was a good nine million kilometers from the station, and this could have been a trick to get me closer so they could attack me.

“People that don’t like us. I’m sure you’ve made plenty of enemies. Hard not to nowadays. Look, we really need your help. You are the first ship we’ve seen in our system since we were attacked. We are on our last bit of food and life support power. If you leave us, we are all going to die. Can you come a bit closer so we can communicate easier? I’m using the last of our batteries to keep our radio on. You’ll see what kind of mess we are in when you hyperdrive next to us.”

Mikhael sounded sincere, but I was still cautious. If this were a trap, I wouldn’t be able to escape. I had no crew to help me pilot Persephone. I didn’t even have hands to do it myself. I would need to plot a hyperdrive course around the asteroid cluster to reach them, the drive would need a few seconds to reset, and I would be exposed to attack.

“How many people are with you?” I asked. “My scanners think you have two thousand people on your station.”

“We are just eight right now. We will not strain your resources. Please help.” His voice pleaded, and my emotions tumbled around in my stomach.

This felt like a trap, but maybe I was extra cautious because of what happened with my friends. I hadn’t expected to get attacked while we were right outside of Persephone's hatch, and now my friends were on a slaver ship.

“I’m cautious, Mikhael. Sorry. I need some time to think about it.” I looked back to the screen and my eyes focused on one word near the description of the station.

Vaish.

I stood from Zea’s chair and ran back to my room as quickly as my aching legs could carry me. The manila folder Juliette gave me was still in the coat pocket, and I pulled it out before I sprinted back to the bridge. I also saw the hard drive I took from Control’s computer in my pocket. I had forgotten to give it to Zea so she could try and figure out how Elka Nota was tracking us.

I swallowed the lump in my throat again, and then stumbled out of my room. I made it back just in time to hear Mikhael start speaking again.

“Look, Adam, I can understand why you are cautious. I’d be cautious also, but we really need your help. We aren’t trying to trap you. We were hit hard, and our station is limping along. If you hyperdrive a bit closer, you can see the damage to our station. If you fear we might attack, just come out a few hundred kilometers from us, in any direction, then you can hyperdrive away. You won’t need to though, you’ll see we aren't a threat, and we really need your assistance.”

I opened the paper folder that Juliette gave me and looked through the names of the crew on the list. I knew I had recognized the name Vaish. Madalena Vaish was the captain of Dance to the Dirge. There was also a Mikhael Elbert listed in the crew.

“I’m not in much of a position to help you all, but I’m still considering. What is your full name? I came here looking for some people, and one of them was named Mikhael.”

I looked at the pictures again while I waited for the man to reply. Thirty seconds passed, then another. Once five minutes had passed, I wondered if he had been telling me the truth, and his battery was dead, but then his voice came through again.

“It is Elbert. I am Lieutenant Mikhael Elbert of the Vaish Navy.”

I let out a sigh of relief and tried to think about what to say next. I still didn’t know if this was a setup, but he’s told me the correct last name. It probably meant they were in desperate need.

“I’m looking for the crew of a specific starship. They docked at Queen’s Hat station about fourteen Earth years ago. Was that you? Can you confirm the name of the ship?” My heart thumped in my chest after I asked the question, and I wondered if I was playing my hand too much.

“Adam, my name is Madalena Vaish. My ship is named Dance to the Dirge. Are you looking for me? Why?” The woman’s voice was a dark tenor, and I guessed she must have been standing next to Mikhael when he spoke to me.

“Yes, I am looking for you. I have questions about your ship,” I answered.

“Then you better give us a hand!” she snorted.

I smirked at the irony of her words.

“I need some time, but then I’ll fly closer so I can see the condition of your station,” I said as I moved.

“When you say you ‘need some time,’ does it mean you are plotting a hyperdrive course here?” Her voice didn’t sound very happy.

“How much time do you all have left?” I asked.

“We need your help, Adam. Sooner rather than later.”

“I need a few days. I’m sorry. Can you last that long?” I sighed and looked down at my blood soaked parachute. The sprint from my bedroom back to the bridge had used the last of my energy, and I knew it would be a struggle to get to our infirmary.

It would be even harder to get the IV’s in my arm, but if I didn’t do it, I might not wake up from the sleep I needed.

“No, we can’t last that long. Is there something wrong with your hyperdrive?” Her voice was a growl, and I heard someone whisper: “Don't piss him off.”

“There isn’t anything wrong with my ship, Captain Vaish. I will need a few days though.” I tried again to see if I could get her to budge on the time table. It was going to take me time to plot a hyperdrive course since I had never done it before, but I also needed to heal my wounds so I could pilot Persephone properly.

“Captain Adam. I am not the kind of woman who pleads. I am Madalena Vaish of the Vaish Overlord Clan. I am a Prime Valkyrie. I have never knelt before another, or lost in tribunal battle, but I am begging for your help. We are desperate here. Our life support has less than two hours left, and we just finished saying our final goodbyes when our system alerted us to your presence. Mikhael is the most charming one of my blood clan, so we asked him to speak with you. If you do not get to us soon, we will die. I don’t know why you are looking for me, but I will submit to your body and blood clan once you save us.” I heard something that sounded like shouting on the communication, but it stopped a second after it started, and I guessed it might have been interference from the asteroid.

I let out an aggravated growl and closed my eyes to think. If Zea were here, she would have said something like “Only two hours left? We are either really unlucky, or this is a trap.” Eve would have said, “We should try our best to save them, and if it is a trap, we will make them pay.”

But my friends weren’t here. I was alone, and I didn’t know if I had enough time to figure out how to plot a hyperdrive course over to the station.

“Captain Vaish, I will try to get to you as soon as I can, but the matter isn’t as simple as plotting a new course. I have been injured, and my crew has been kidnapped by slavers. I engaged my drives right before they could shoot me down, and I haven’t had time to recover from my injuries, or learn how to use my navigation systems.”

“We have medical staff here. Please hurry. We can help you.” Her dark voice was a rush.

“I will,” I replied, but as soon as I started to speak, but my head swam with a bout of nausea. Damn it. They only had two hours left. Getting to the infirmary, sticking the IV needle in my arm, and then coming back would probably take me a quarter of an hour. Maybe longer.

I turned my tired eyes to the controls around the navigation system. I understood Mikhael and Madalena’s frustration. Once I plotted a hyperdrive course, it would only take a few seconds to get there. Nine million kilometers was nothing for an engine that could travel a light year in twenty-four hours. Kasta, Paula, and Zea would be able to plot the course in less than fifteen seconds. This should have been simple for me to do, but nothing was quite simple when you didn’t have hands or knowledge of advanced starship systems.

There was a menu button on the screen, and I pressed it with my elbow. The setting of the buttons here was too close together though, and I was also hitting the sensor buttons next to the menu one with my elbow. I sighed and then pressed my face down so my nose could press on just the menu button.

When I looked up to the smaller screen on my terminal, I saw a list of options. One of them read PLOT NEW COURSE, and I moved my nose over it before pushing my face into the screen. The next menu had a list of twelve selections that didn’t make much sense, and I groaned with more frustration.

I pressed the top selection which read Non-Euclidean Position Tracker and then pulled my face away from the screen. It showed a sphere map which looked somewhat like the holographic one on the bridge behind me, but the one on my terminal screen was two-dimensional. The grid of the map showed swirls around the massive of asteroids on the field, and I tried to figure out how I could pull the map out so I could find the station where Madalena and her people were.

I moved my elbow down to the controls on my left side and tried to toggle zoom the map out with a combination of random buttons and movements of the switches. None of them seemed to do what I wanted, and I moved to wipe my oily face with my hands, then I gasped with surprise when I didn’t feel my hands. My head started to spin again, and I had to lean back in my chair for a few moments.

“Adam? What is your status?” Madalena’s voiced pulled my eyes awake, and I realized I had fallen asleep, fainted, or lost track of time.

“I am still working on it,” I said as I tried another set of control buttons with my elbow. One of them must have done something, and the map started to pan to the left. I pulled my elbow off the button, and moved it to the adjacent switch. This pulled the image right a bit.

I was getting somewhere. I just needed to twist the yaw of the map to the right, roll it a bit to the left, and then pan over left nine million kilometers so that I found the station. Then I didn’t really know what the fuck to do, but at least I’d have the station on the map of the navigation system.

“We only have an hour left, Adam,” Madalena’s voice said.

“Damn. Has it been an hour? I’m trying to figure my systems out.”

“A half an hour has passed. We are keeping our communication open, and it is using more energy than planned. My navigator might be able to assist you, but she won’t be familiar with your system.”

“No, turn off your systems to give yourself more time. I am getting closer.” Cold sweat was pouring down my back, and I started to shiver. I should have begun to feel itching on the stumps of my arms by now, but I wasn’t. Was it because I couldn’t shift into my tiger-form? Was there something wrong with me? Something was preventing me from healing. I almost laughed when I realized I now thought it was abnormal to not be able to shift into a weretiger.

I found a button to adjust the roll of the map, image, and then I found the control for the yaw. I lined them up about where I thought the station would be, given where Persephone previously had the dot on display on her screen. I panned left with the correct button but then didn’t see the station where I thought it would be.

“Damn it!” I shouted.

I considered slamming my fist down into the armrest of the chair, but I didn’t have a fist to slam. Instead, I tried to figure out where I went wrong with the map. I panned the image back to Persephone, twisted the roll and yaw a bit more, and then panned more left. I still didn’t see the station, and I started to wonder why the fuck the image was only showing up on my screen in two dimensions when space was in three.

I thought about the holographic map behind me and climbed out of my chair. The movement was significantly harder than I expected, and it was difficult to catch my breath for a few seconds. My heart was slamming into my chest, and each beat seemed to make the edges of my vision turn darker. The adrenaline shot I had given myself was starting to wear off, and my body was beginning to realize it was grievously wounded.

I stumbled to the holographic map and saw the layout of the solar system. It was perfectly zoomed in with Persephone on the right, the station on the left, and the massive cluster of asteroids between us.

“I want to go here,” I said as I pushed my stump into the map next to the tiny outline of the space station. As soon as the edge of my armor touched the floating image, a small blue dot appeared there, and a beep sounded from the display table. I looked down at the bottom of the map and saw a set of three numbers there. I moved my arm back into the map at a slightly different location, and the numbers at the bottom changed.

“Okay, so these are the coordinates I want. How do I get them in the navigation system?” I looked down at the numbers and then back up at the dot on the map next to the station. Then I returned to Zea’s seat and hit the menu button again. It seemed to cancel out the project I was working on and return to the previous screen.

“There has to be a way to enter it in and let the ship figure it out,” I muttered as I scanned the options again. Then I saw a selection that said DIRECT INPUT, and I pressed my nose up against it. The map of the solar system popped up in 2D again, but there were three blank fields around the image. I guessed this was the destination entry field, so I stumbled back out of Zea’s chair, walked to the holographic map, and looked at the first number.

-844.2343202

I repeated the number out loud four times as I walked back to Zea’s chair. Then I pushed my stump against the screen for the first field and moved my face over the number pad on the terminal. My nose was almost impossible to use, but I didn’t have another option, and I eventually got all the numbers entered.

“Two more,” I gasped as I stood from the chair and a storm of pain screamed from my stumps. I wasn’t ready for the pain, and I had to lean against one of the seats to keep from doubling over with agony.

It passed within a few seconds, and I felt the first itchy tingle of my healing around the wounds. The sensation was welcome, and I continued to the holographic map so that I could memorize the second number.

I was getting better at typing them in, and I was able to enter in the second coordinate in half the time of the first. Then I got up from Zea’s chair to get the third one.

“We’ve got thirty-five minutes left,” Madalena’s voice reported.

“I’m working on it,” I growled, but then I cursed when I realized I’d just forgotten the last coordinate number when I replied to her. Fuck me. My brain felt like it was trying to think through a haze.

I got out of the chair again and walked back to the map.

Except it was more like a limp, and each step made the bridge spin.

“Seven seven eight point five five four four eight. Seven seven eight point five five four four eight. Seven seven eight point five five four four eight. Seven seven eight point five five four four eight.” I repeatedly chanted the last set of numbers as I walked back to Zea’s chair. I typed them in with my nose despite every cell in my brain telling me to close my eyes and sleep.

“There,” I whispered when it was done. “Now what?” I knew my words were slurring, but there was nothing I could do about that right now.

I searched the screen again for a “submit” button or anything which would fire the hyperdrives. Fuck, I hadn’t even selected the hyperdrive from a list of options. I could figure this navigation part out, and then Persephone would have just given me an error message because the warp drive was on cooldown.

“This?” I asked as I moved my elbow to a green arrow looking button on the control panel to my left. I hesitantly pressed it, and an alarm sounded.

DANGER. PLOT CONFLICT: SOLID MATTER. DO YOU WISH TO CONTINUE? Y/N.

The map showed a straight line between my position and the spot next to the station.

Right through the asteroid cluster.

“No, dumbass,” I hissed and very carefully pressed my nose against the “N” button, so I didn’t accidentally send Persephone through the floating rocks.

The menu shifted to another display that asked if I wanted to Alter drive trajectory or plot new position. I picked the first one and hoped it would give me an easy way to figure out a new course.

It didn’t though, instead, it listed a grid of hundreds of numbers in green colored columns. I almost threw up my hands in frustration, but I didn’t have hands, and I was out of time to be frustrated.

“Adam, we have fifteen minutes left.” Her words came out in elongated breaths, and I guessed they were close to being out of air.

“I’m still working on it,” I replied as I pressed my nose to one of the last columns of numbers on the list.

The screen changed to show me a graphical representation of the travel path, and I sighed with relief. The line went around the asteroid field and ended right where I wanted.

ALTERNATIVE TRAJECTORY PLOTTED. CONTINUE? Y/N

I pushed my nose to the “Y” button and expected the system to tell me I’d fucked up something else, and it wouldn’t work. Instead, the screen asked me to select hyperdrive, warpdrive, or folding drive.

I pressed the button for the hyperdrive, and then I saw another pair of buttons:

ENGAGE HYPERDRIVE

RETURN TO MENU

I pressed my nose to the button the engage the hyperdrive and felt a slight movement in my stomach. Then I looked up at the display screen and saw the space station.

I had never seen a station quite like the one on Persephone’s screen. Four massive asteroids were linked together by long metal walkways, chain lines, and giant robot looking arms. Each boulder was half covered with dark metal buildings and atmospheric bubbles in a way that reminded me of moss growing on the side of a river stone.

The rock on my right looked to be a harbor, and the size of the docking stations gave me a good idea of the relative diameter of the asteroids. I guessed each one to be about a kilometer in diameter.

The sides of the center rocks of the station were burnt by an explosion, and each of the far right and far left asteroids looked like they once had arms connecting them to other rocks. What was left of the connections were just melted metal stubs.

Something had hit the station hard, and I didn’t see a single blinking light or glow that indicated there was power anywhere.

“You are here,” Madalena gasped.

“Yeah. What do you need me to do?” I asked.

“We are in the top most dwelling pod on the last asteroid, but you need to go to the base of the connector arm. The power line switch there activates the solar radiation collectors.” The woman cleared her throat and wheezed a bit. “Once you activate the switch, it will push the power to the rest of the station. We’ll get enough air to breathe.”

“You need me to suit up and do a space walk?” I almost couldn’t get the question out of my mouth.

“Yes,” she wheezed, “and you have to hurry. We have thirteen minutes left.”

I sighed, looked down at the bloody parachute where my arm-stumps rested in my lap, and then closed my eyes for half a moment.

“I’ll get to it then,” I said.
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Chapter 13

It was hard to get Persephone close enough to the station with my stubs on her sensitive controls, but I didn’t have much time, so I had to do what I could quickly. I knew I could have used the landing gear to grab onto a part, but manipulation of those controls required fingers, and I knew it would take me at least ten minutes to do it with my nose or mouth.

Madalena and her crew didn’t have time for that.

I found ten space suits hanging up on the wall beside Persephone’s side docking exit door. They were single piece garments that looked like they were large enough for a man twice my size to fit inside. The top shoulder area was open, and I guessed I could wiggle inside of one without taking my armor off, and then I could use the hanger on the wall to try and push the sealing buttons in.

I used my head to lift a suit off the rack and then kicked it over on the floor, so the back piece was flat on the metal tile. Then I sat on my ass by the shoulder entrance and tried to fish my boots through the shoulder holes. I knew this would be a pain in the ass without hands. I let out a scream of frustration when I couldn’t seem to hook my feet in.

“Fuck! Come on!” I shouted as I kicked up with my right foot. Maybe it was the cursing, but this movement worked, and my boot wiggled inside the chest cavity of the suit. Having one foot inside allowed me to lift up the opening more, and it was much easier to get my left boot inside.

I repeated this sequence a few times; raising one foot to create space in the garment while I pushed my other foot deeper into the suit. Soon I had my feet in place, and I set about trying to maneuver my arms into the sleeves. This task was easier than I expected, but then I realized I neglected to account for the pieces of parachute still attached to my back. The line and chute were hanging out of the suit, and I had to wiggle my arms out, loop the cords around my bloody stump, push the chute into the chest of the suit, untangle both my arms, and then insert them back into the sleeves.

The space suit looked like an over-sized marshmallow version of our gray and black striped flight suits, and I flopped around inside of it as I tried to stand. I guessed I could tighten the suit using one of the five control buttons over the chest plate, and I walked over to the hanger to try and push the metal against one of the buttons.

I got lucky my first attempt, and the suit vacuum tightened around me with a quick hiss.

“Thank the stars,” I growled, but as soon as the words left my mouth, an intense wave of dizziness assaulted me, and I had to lean against the wall for a few moments. It felt as if the nausea would last forever, but it finally passed, and I moved back to the hook to try another button. This one reverted the suit back to its expanded form, and I nearly screamed with frustration. Fuck. I was such an idiot. I didn’t even know how the suits worked.

“Get it together, Adam,” I snarled and then lifted my chest up to hit the first button. My suit tightened again with a hiss, and I moved to press the third button.

A helmet expanded from the rear shoulder part of the suit and encased my head in a tight seal. The heads-up display lit up on the surface of the glass, and I saw the pressure and air supply of the suit. There was also a mini-map that showed me the inside of Persephone.

“Adam?” Madalena’s dark voice wheezed through the communication system of the space suit.

“I just got my suit on. I’m heading out the airlock,” I said as I stepped toward Persephone's exit door.

“We… have… five… minutes… left…” I heard her say as I pushed my elbow to the open button. The airlock door hissed, and I stepped into the next compartment.

“I’m going out now. What does this switch look like? Where exactly do I need to go?” I used my elbow to trigger the door closed behind me and then pressed the button to exit the ship.

“I… can’t… see… you… or… ship… can’t… tell… you… where… look… for… connection… joint… red… box… switch…” Each of her words made me wince, and the cold sweat poured down my back.

“I’m on it,” I replied as I stepped to the edge of Persephone’s exit platform.

Then the danger of my situation really smacked me in the face.

Persephone floated in space some two hundred meters from the damaged station. The distance hadn’t seemed great when I was on the bridge, but now that I stood at the edge of endless space, the chasm seemed to stretch to infinity.

I tried to glance over my back to see if there was some sort of harness attachment. Either I couldn’t get my head around far enough, or there wasn’t one. I glanced down at my suit for some sort of thruster controls, and I saw the buttons on the outside part of each thumb. It would have been easy enough to operate the system if I had hands, but I didn’t.

Fucking shit.

“Adam…” Madalena’s voice sounded soft in my helmet, and I glanced over to the space station. I spotted the connection joint I assumed she wanted me to go, and panic filled my stomach.

This was insane. I’d have a better chance of hitting a hand sized target with my pistol across the two hundred meters than aiming my jump to the correct spot.

And if I missed, there was no coming back. I’d float through endless space forever. There would be no attempt to find my friends. There would be no protecting Uraniel from the SAVO. Madalena and her friends would also be dead.

My heart thumped in my chest, and it felt like I was swimming in sweat. Another bout of dizziness assaulted me as I took another step toward the lip of the exit, and I tried to fight it off while I stood at the edge of the abyss.

“Three… minutes…” she wheezed, and I backed away from the edge.

“I’m jumping,” I said, but my voice came out like a whisper I almost couldn’t hear.

I ran toward the edge and leapt across the galaxy.

Terror filled me, and I regretted my decision to jump almost as soon as my feet lost contact with Persephone's deck. The station suddenly seemed two kilometers away, instead of two hundred meters, and I noticed it was spinning slightly away from me.

Or maybe it wasn’t spinning, maybe it was just the nausea returning.

One moment it looked like I was off target, and the station was moving away from me. The next moment it seemed as if the connection arm was moving toward me, and I’d hit the target. My emotions flip flopped a dozen times, and I fought back the vomit threatening to explode out of my stomach.

“Nooooo,” I growled as it became obvious I was going to miss the area where the connection arm was. Then I let out a gasp of relief a few seconds before I landed against an asteroid section right next to a vertical tower, and ten meters from the connecting joints.

“I’m almost there,” I said as I pressed my arm against the side of the metal tower to stop my flight. I let out another sigh of relief when I felt my boots touch the rock of the asteroid. My next jump launched me toward the connector arm perfectly, and I saw a half meter long control box attached to the metal at the base of the structure.

“Hurry…” Madalena wheezed as I pushed with my stumps and forced my mass down to the bottom of the column.

The box was closed, and I saw a simple squeeze joint on the right side that kept the lid shut. All a maintenance personnel would have to do is pinch the two extended metal tabs together, and the lid could be pulled open.

I had no fingers to pinch or open it.

Both of my forearms were clutching the sides of the box so I didn’t drift out into space, and there wasn’t anywhere to wrap my legs. There were handles on the sides of the box, but they were made to be grasped with fingers, and there wasn’t enough distance between the bars for my arm.

“Damn it!” I growled and tried to think of a solution. If I let go with my arms, I’d probably float away. Even if I could pinch the squeeze joints together, my arms lacked the dexterity to both squeeze and pull.

“What’s… wrong…”

“I can’t open the fucking lock!” I growled and thought about slamming my head against the box, but that wouldn’t do anything other than risk smashing in my helmet.

Then I got another idea.

I could bite the squeeze joint and pull it open. I’d just have to push the button to unhinge my helmet glass.

“Fuck me,” I moaned as my brain spun with the consequences of my plan. I knew the rules about zero vacuum situations. As long as you didn’t have any air in your lungs, and you re-pressurized within a few minutes, the vacuum wouldn’t kill you. What I didn’t know was if my suit would re-pressurize when I pushed the button on my chest for the helmet. I also didn’t know if the suit had oxygen tanks that slowly filled my helmet, or if all the air was just loose in my suit. Would opening my helmet mean I would lose all my air?

“Thirty… sec--” Madalena’s voice cut off and I realized I didn’t have time to think anymore.

I pushed all the air out of my lungs and used my arms to leverage the squeeze joint bit against the button on my chest piece. My guess was correct, and my helmet flipped away from my head to hide back in the shoulder piece of the space suit.

Space was cold, but it wasn’t as cold as I thought it would be, and even though I knew that my eyeballs wouldn’t pop out of my skull, I still half-expected them to once the helmet fell away. I pushed my mouth down to the squeeze joint, pushed my lips around the two metal pieces there to make a seal, and then bit down on the metal. I kept my arms tight against the sides of the box and then slowly pulled back with my neck.

The door opened, and I almost gasped with joy.

Inside the box were three switches. Two were lowered in the “off” position, but the third was raised, and a green glow came from the “on” tag at the top. I didn’t know exactly which switches Madalena needed me to flip, but I couldn’t ask her anymore. I raised my left arm to pinch the door in my bicep, pushed my right stump into the box, and then kind of pry-barred it against the bottom part of the metal to flip one of the switches up. Then I repeated the motion with the last switch, and the lights of the station turned on around me as if someone had just plugged in a Christmas tree.

My heart was hammering in my chest, and I moved my arms back around the outside of the box. I positioned the tab against my chest again and pressed the button to activate my helmet.

Then I prayed it would re-pressurize.

The glass flipped over my head, and the display text turned on. I saw a text on the bottom say Pressurizing, and numbers scrolled up from 0% to 100%. Then there was a beep, and I inhaled sweet, sweet air. The helmet also said my air supply was at 92%, and I breathed another sigh of relief.

“Adam, you did it. We have air.” Madalena still wheezed when she spoke.

“Yeah,” I said.

“Thank you. I promised I would submit to you and join your blood clan. We are still stuck in this dwelling pod. You will have to repair the ground floor of our unit before I can swear fealty.”

“How do I repair it?” I asked, but then another bought of nausea overcame me.

And I slipped off the box.

“Shit!” I gasped as I brought my feet together. My feet pinched the door of the switch box, and I bounced back again so I could clutch the sides with my arms.

“What happened?”

“I lost my grip,” I panted. The world was still spinning, and I felt like I had a flu chill. “I don’t think I’m going to be able to do any more right now. I need to rest for a bit.”

“No. We are still sealed in this pod, we need your help,” Madalena’s words were sounding stronger.

“I’ll help you, I said I would, but I told you I’m injured. I need to--”

“We have a medical physician. She is an excellent doctor. If you can make it here, and repair the bottom section of our structure, she will treat you. We have supplies. Please.” Madalena sounded like the kind of woman who never asked for help, and her tone hinted that she was trying hard to be pleasant and not order me.

“How much food and water do you have?” I asked as I looked back to Persephone. I’d have to make another leap across the two hundred meters of space to get back to her, but then I would hook myself up to an IV and pass out. I had no idea when I would wake up, but I’d probably have regenerated hands when I did.

I really wanted to sleep. I wanted to dream of Zea and Eve. I was so damn tired.

“Why does that matter?” she growled.

“I need to sleep,” I said.

“No, you need to repair our structure. You--” I heard a shout behind her, and Madalena’s voice cut off.

“Ahh, Adam. Hey, it’s Mikhael.” He cleared his throat. “Please forgive the Prime--my captain. She’s stressed. We are thankful for your help, but we really need to you to repair the structure. We are on the other side of the asteroid you should be on. It will just take you a moment to thrust over there. Then I can walk you through the repair systems.”

“I need to rest, Mikhael. I’m sorry. I don’t plan to abandon you all. I’ll work on your problem as soon as I recover.” I glanced back to Persephone as I spoke and then I realized I would need a slightly better position so I could get more momentum with my leap.

“Where are you from, Adam? Your accent isn’t one we are used to hearing.”

“Ganymede.” I knew he was trying to build rapport with me, but I felt as if I was dying. My body was starting to shake as if I had a fever.

“Ganymede? Where is that?” he asked.

“It is a moon of Jupiter.”

“Ahh. Earth system. You are a long way from home,” he said with a short laugh.

“I get that a lot,” I replied as I pushed off the box and wrapped my arm around the metal connectors above me. This was giving me a better angle, and I coiled my legs beneath me.

“You don’t understand our ways. Before you return to your ship, can I explain a few things?”

“Mikhael, I am going to take care of you all. I just need to rest. I’m about ready to pass out.”

“I’m sorry. I understand. Please, will you give me a moment?” the man pleaded.

“Fine,” I said, but I agreed mostly because I still wasn’t prepared to throw myself across the void toward Persephone.

“We are warriors. Our people are divided into blood clans who have claimed solar systems. This outpost is near the edge of our territory. We don’t venture out of this part of our galaxy often, so this place is of some importance to us. I hope I haven’t lost you.” His words were quick and urgent.

“No, but your story sounds similar to many other places,” I said.

“We are in the Vaish Overlord Clan. Madalena is the eldest daughter to King Vaish. She is a Prime Valkyrie, and her word is a bond of blood and the honor of our people. We do not intend to betray you.”

“I don’t understand what a Prime Valkyrie is, and I feel like we are going around in circles. I said I would save you all, and I will honor my word.”

“Ahh. This is good,” he said, but then he cleared his throat. “However, we were attacked, and a large chunk of our fleet was destroyed. Part of our crew was on our flagship, which was Madalena’s private vessel. She ordered them to flee in order to save themselves. We had thought they would return, but they haven’t. We do believe our enemies might return at any moment to ensure Madalena is dead. She is a great threat to them, you see.”

“So, you need me to free you, and then you need me to take you somewhere?”

“Uhh, yes, but--”

“No,” Madalena interrupted Mikhael’s sentence. “I have submitted to you, Adam. I will go where my lord orders me. My destination isn’t important.” Her voice was dark and had an angry edge to it.

“I don’t really care about you submitting to me, or whatever you think your honor demands of you. I’ve turned your life support on, I have a suspicion that you have enough water and food, so I need to rest. Then I’ll work on repairing your station.” I wanted to trust these people, but I had already risked my life to give them air. Now I needed to heal and take time to figure out what my next steps were.

I also didn’t feel like they were telling me the whole story. Not that it mattered, really. I was a hair away from finally falling unconscious. I figured I’d be able to get back to Persephone, and possibly get an IV in before I passed out.

“Are you a warrior?” Madalena spat the question.

“I was once a marine,” I answered.

“Then I call upon your warrior honor. I have submitted to you. You are responsible for my life, and the lives of those who have submitted to me.”

“No. I’ve turned on your life support, and I’ll help you when I wake up.”

“Damn you,” she hissed. “Our enemies could return at any moment, and we are defenseless now. You should have just let--”

“How long will it take for you to rest?” Mikhael interrupted Madalena.

“I am unsure. My ship has sensor alarms. It will wake me if an enemy enters the system.

“You will still need to fix the base of our structure,” I heard Madalena say, but her voice sounded as if it was in the distance.

“I’ll figure something out,” I said, and then I aimed myself at Persephone’s distant hatch and pushed with my legs.

I floated through space with my heart in my throat, but my trajectory was good, and I managed to smack into her hull only a few meters from the side dock door. Madalena and Mikhael tried to speak to me again, but I ignored their words.

After just a few moments, I was through the air lock.

Then I was wiggling out of the space suit.

Then I was stumbling to the infirmary.

I found our large stash of IV bags and tried to figure out how to remove my armor. I eventually pried the pieces off my right arm by leveraging them against the sharp corner of the table. It was rough work, and I had to stop a few times to catch my breath, or wait for the room to stop spinning.

I couldn’t open a sanitation pad to clean the spot on my forearm where I needed to insert the needle, but I found an automated soap dispenser, and I was able to get some soap on my arm, rub it to a lather on the counter, and then rinse it off.

Getting the IV setup was a bit harder. I had to use my teeth to set the needle against the tube. Then I yanked the cap off with my mouth, bit the side part of the device with my teeth, and jammed it into my arm at my vein. I couldn’t tape it in place, but I wasn’t planning on going anywhere. I attached the IV to a bar hanging from one of the medical beds in the infirmary. At long last, I slid my almost destroyed body onto the cot.

I closed my eyes, hoped this day had just been a nightmare, and prayed I’d wake up with Zea and Eve in my bed.

Sleep took me quickly, but before I drifted into oblivion, I swore I could feel someone running their fingers across my face. I was too tired to open my eyes, though, and I hurt too bad to care.
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Chapter 14

I awoke to confusion. I knew I wasn’t in my bed, but I couldn’t see through the inky darkness around me. I shifted against the cot where I lay, and the room lights slowly brightened. I was in the infirmary, and my memories slammed into my chest like an anvil of ice being dropped off a building.

I blinked away tears and looked at my arm. The IV needle had fallen out, but the bag was just a dry husk. So, I figured I’d received a full amount of the advanced saline mixture. I could use five more, but the thought brought me back to my hands, and I looked down at the stumps. They were itching significantly, and I could see a centimeter of new flesh pushing out from the ends of the bloody stump. At this rate, it would take a few weeks to heal, and I didn’t have that kind of time. Shifting into my tiger-man form would boost the power of my healing a hundredfold, but I had been unable to do it back on GUAAY - 23 - c.

I focused on my anger and willed the monster in my soul to burn through my blood, to fill my muscles, and the turn me into the killing machine. There was nothing for a few moments, but then I felt my spine began to elongate, and the agonizing process started.

I watched my arms while I shifted, and my hands quickly grew back into their human shape. Then they sprouted the orange striped fur, grew larger, and the claws extended from the sheaths at the end of each digit. My vision shifted to red, then grew yellower as the details in the infirmary sharped. I spit my human teeth out in the sink and then growled when my sharper fangs pushed through my gums.

There was a mirror in the room, and I stared at myself for a few moments while I flexed my new hand muscles.

Then I closed my yellow eyes and thought about the ocean. I thought about the waves. I thought about the breeze across my face.

I tried not to think about Eve or Zea.

The pain came again, but the shift back was almost never as rough as the initial change. As soon as I was back in my human form, I realized I had never seen myself shift back. My fur was never left on the ground when I turned back into a human, and my tiger teeth never fell out; they just looked like human teeth afterward. I knew almost nothing about how my transformation worked, and while I was a bit curious, I knew now wasn’t the time to worry about it.

I had too much other shit to worry about, and my eyelids were already feeling heavy again.

The parachute was still attached to my back, and I was able to use the mirror over the sink to pull it from the rear part of my armor. Once the bloody lump of nano-silk was free, I tossed it into the garbage receptacle and double checked my armor. I was missing the back piece where the parachute exploded outward. I had replacement parts for that as well as the chopped off pieces at my wrists. Almost every plate was covered with my dried blood, but it would clean off in the shower.

I grabbed another IV bag and marveled at how easy it was to hang it over the bed, clean my arm, stab the needle in, and tape it down. I was happy to have my hands back. I was also happy I could shift again.

I climbed back into the bed and closed my eyes. I didn’t even remember falling asleep, but I felt well-rested when I did finally open my eyes, and I saw that the IV bag was empty again. I got out of the bed with a grunt, attached another IV bag to the needle in my arm, attached the fresh bag on the armor of my shoulder with a half roll of medical tape, and then walked out of the infirmary.

My legs felt strong, as did my back, chest, arms, and shoulders. The drug from the darts was probably out of my system now, and it felt good to have my body back at full strength.

Even if my heart was still broken.

I got in the elevator and took it to the bridge. I half expected Persephone to be surrounded by an armada of Elaka Nota spacecraft, or for the station we drifted beside to be dark again, but the lights of the place were still on, and there were no other ships on our radar.

“Madalena, do you copy?” I asked as I slid into Zea’s seat. The leather wasn’t dirty from my earlier occupation, so I reasoned the blood on my armor was too dry to smear onto anything.

“Youuuuuuuu!” her voice was an angry hiss that took me a bit by surprise.

“I am recovered. Let’s talk,” I said.

“You haven’t answered me in one hundred and twenty-seven hours,” she growled.

“I needed to sleep,” I said as I did the math in my head. I had been asleep for more than five days. “I have questions for you.”

“You need to fix the structure on the bottom of our housing tower and let us board your ship. Then I will answer your questions.” It sounded as if it was taking every ounce of her willpower to not shout at me, and I supposed the woman was not used to being denied what she wanted.

“No,” I said. “I don’t know if I can trust you all yet.”

“You activated our life support,” she said.

“Yeah, I didn’t want you to die, but it doesn’t mean I want to let you and your crew aboard my ship. I saw the video of you on Queen’s Hat. Power armor is expensive, and your team looked like hardened veterans. You need to answer my questions first, then I’ll figure out how to get you out of your pod.”

“I have already submitted to you, Adam. You do not need to fear me. I serve you.” She spat out every word as if they tasted rotten in her mouth.

“You keep using that word as if it means something,” I said with a sigh.

“Which word?”

“Submitted,” I replied.

“Yes. I told you that. It is the most valuable gift I have to give. I bartered my own freedom for the life of my crew. I will serve you until I die, they, in turn, serve me.”

“That sounds a lot like slavery,” I said.

“No,” she growled. “It is nothing like slavery. You are a fool, and--”

“Hey Adam,” Mikhael’s voice came over the communication. “I think you might be better off talking to me until the Prime-- ahhh, Captain Vaish cools down. You see, we are--”

“Put her back on, Mikhael. We were talking,” I ordered, and there was silence from their end.

“I am here,” Madalena said after half a minute, and her voice sounded calmer.

“Will you answer my questions?” I asked.

“Once we are aboard your ship, yes.”

“Nope. Sorry. I’m going to eat breakfast and do some ship maintenance, I’ll open communications when I am done.”

“Wait, I--” she started to say, but I pressed the button to turn off Persephone's communication terminal.

Madalena could sit on her thumb and spin. I wanted to help her out. More importantly, I wanted her to answer my questions, but I didn’t need to put myself or Persephone at risk any more. I had already given her a lot of favors, and I didn’t want to give up my leverage.

I got up from Zea’s chair, inspected it again for bloody grime, and then returned to the elevator. The lump in my chest and the ice in my stomach made me think I wasn’t hungry, but I knew I needed to eat. It was a quick walk to the kitchen, and I soon had four massive steaks grilling over the stove top in the galley. I didn’t even bother putting any sort of butter or cooking oil on the skillets. I just salted the meat, threw them on to sear, flipped them, and then piled them on a plate.

I also didn’t bother sitting down or using utensils. I just stood over the cold counter and gnawed on the mostly raw beef until I had consumed it all. I did remember to put the dish and pans in the automated washer before I left the galley.

My room still smelled like Zea and Eve, and I tried to push the last memories out of my mind. I failed though and ended up collapsing in my chair with my head in my new hands. I didn’t know how long I sat there, but eventually, I got up and stepped into the shower with my armor on. The hot water felt good on my teary face, and I busied myself with taking off the plates. Once the armor was off, I ripped away my flight suit and soaped myself down. I did feel a lot better once I was clean, and I almost couldn’t bring myself to turn the water off and hit the heat blowers.

I brushed my teeth, put on a new suit, and then grabbed my armor and guns. I took them all down to the armory, and busied myself with cleaning and oiling everything. It was all busy work, but it gave me comfort and helped keep my mind from the more painful topics. I didn’t keep track of how long I worked in the armory, but I strapped the massive revolver to my chest before I finally returned to the bridge.

“Are you in a better mood?” I asked soon after I flipped on Persephone’s communication equipment.

“No,” Madalena answered flatly. “It has been four and a half hours. You are completely unaware of the danger you are putting all of us in.”

“Maybe so, but I can hyperdrive right out of here if I need to. I don’t think you can.”

She didn’t answer me, and I almost thought about asking if she was still there, I didn’t though. Instead, I waited for her to eventually speak.

“Will you turn your video feed on? I wish to speak to you face to face.” She actually didn’t growl her request, and I was a bit surprised.

“No. I prefer to talk with just voice,” I said. “Have you ever heard of the Magate Order?”

Another pause, but we were less than a kilometer from each other, so I knew the delay wasn’t from the signal distance. She was probably speaking with the rest of her crew.

“I have heard of them,” she finally answered, and I felt my heartbeat quicken.

“Do you know of a central planet they might occupy?” I asked.

“I might,” she answered.

I held my tongue and waited for a few moments while I planned my next words. I didn’t want to show my hand too quickly since she might be lying.

“Adam?” she finally asked, but I didn’t reply immediately.

“Fuck,” she growled, and then I heard her voice speak in a muffled tone, “did he turn off his communication again?”

“No,” I heard another woman say, softly.

“Why isn’t he answering?” Madalena asked. “Fucking cameras, I want to see his ship. It is probably a junker, and I’ve submitted to a space mutt.”

“I prefer to think of myself as more feline than mutt,” I said.

“I thought I lost you,” she said, and I had to hand it to her for recovering quickly.

“I didn’t like your answer to my previous question. Can you give me more details?”

“Fine,” she grunted. “We have had dealings with them. I know where one of their central systems is. They have a large armada though, some five hundred ships. Before we were attacked, I could battle them, but now I do not know the condition of my fleet.”

“What dealings?” I asked as I tried to ignore the number of ships she mentioned.

“They are scum slavers. During my earlier years in my Overlord Clan’s navy, I boarded many of their ships, killed their crew, and took their slaves into custody.”

“What did you do with the slaves after you took them into custody?” I asked.

“Some we returned to their homeworlds. Others were too far out of our way so we gave them work. It was the best we could do. We are warriors. I am only interested in conquering the other tribes so that their rulers will submit to me, or at least, I once was.”

“Once?” I asked.

“Now I will serve you, but I still wish my crew and myself to live. I will ask you again to help repair the bottom of our structure and take us on board your vessel.”

“I have more questions.”

“And I will answer all of them when I am onboard your ship, and we are safely away from this place,” she growled again.

“How many of your crew are with you?” I asked even though Mikhael had already given me an answer.

“Eight,” she answered after a moment.

“You had twelve. What happened with the other four?”

“My ship has fifty-eight in crew positions. Where do you get the number twelve from?”

“At Queen’s Hat, you came into the station with twelve. Each wore power armor. Mikhael was one of them.”

“That was many years ago, Adam. We only visited Queen’s Hat once. I do not recall who left my ship.

“What was your business on Queen’s Hat?” I changed the subject a bit since I thought the other four of her crew were on Dance to the Dirge and not here.

“We wanted to trade and find information,” she answered.

“What were you trading, and what information?” I wanted to ask about the file they retrieved, but I didn’t want to show too much of my hand yet.

“Why does it matter? Why are you so interested in me? Wait, no. My questions do not matter. I will give you whatever you want once I am onboard your vessel.”

“How did you acquire your ship?” I asked as my heart hammered in my chest. This was the main question I wanted an answer to. I hoped it would give me hints about Persephone, and maybe the ship I had seen in the video on Parnarta.

“My ship?” she seemed confused.

“Yes,” I answered.

“We built it.”

“I doubt that,” I said.

There was silence, and I reached my left finger over the button to end the communication.

“I don’t have time for bullshit,” I said. “I’m going to take another break. I’ll talk to you when I feel like it again.”

“Wait!” she barked, and I stopped my finger from descending.

“Yeah?”

“Why are you asking about my ship?”

“Sorry, Madalena, I’m asking the questions. We’ll talk later.” I pressed the button to turn my communications off, and then I leaned back in Zea’s chair.

The scent of her on the leather both comforted and saddened me, and my memories returned to the scene of their capture. I was angry at myself for putting my friends at risk. We should have dragged the carcasses inside the hold and processed them there. Hell, we should have just flown back into orbit to do the work. I knew that Paula and Kasta wanted to feel the weather on the planet, and feel the sun on their skin, but--

I opened my eyes when I thought about the twins. Kasta shouldn’t have felt the effects of the poison, but she had. Or at least, I saw her lying unconscious on the grass beside the tables.

“Persephone, did you record the video of the men attacking us with their blow darts? Can I see it?” I reached over to the buttons on the terminal I thought controlled the video sensors around the ship and tried pressing a few of them.

The side of my display flickered to form a smaller screen. My friends and I were working on the butchering, and I leaned forward in my seat to study the footage.

I took a stack of meat from the table, and walked to the rear of the APC. Ten seconds after, I saw them turn to me with surprised faces. This must have been the moment I warned them we were under attack.

Zea opened up her mouth to shout, and then I saw her reach for something on her shoulder. By the time her fingers touched the dart, she was nodding off, and she fell onto the grass. Eve, Paula, and Kasta turned to Zea with their mouths opened. Almost as one, the three women made expressions of sudden pain.

I focused on Kasta while Eve and Paula leaned against the table. There was a barb in her shoulder, and the android stared at it for a few moments with a puzzled expression on her pretty face. Then she turned to look at the three other women, and her eyes opened wide.

I saw another dart hit her in the stomach. The android glanced down to it, then she looked at her friends, back to the dart, and then over to the rear of the APC where I ducked back to shift.

Then she put the back of her arm up to her head in an exaggerated gesture and fell to the grass beside her sister.

“Good job, Kasta,” I said as relief flowed through my body. Their captors would probably keep the women drugged. Since Kasta was faking it, she might be able to do something. Between Eve’s magic, Zea’s computer skills, and the twin’s engineering ability, I knew that they had a good chance of escaping their captors.

But I was still going to chase after them.

“Persephone, I need to learn how to use the navigation system. Can you show me the manual?” It didn’t seem like the ship could independently operate most of her systems. But, she had been able to show me the videos, so I knew she could control the holographic map.

The smaller set of screens on my pilot’s terminal blinked, and I saw a cluster of text wrapped around various pictures of the control terminal buttons. I read a few words, and it was clear this was the manual for the navigation system.

“Thank you, Persephone. I couldn’t do this without you.” She didn’t respond, but I hoped she still heard me and knew how thankful I was for her.

My eyes were tired again, but I rubbed them, took a deep breath, and got to reading.

She was my ship, and I needed to learn how to use her.

The manual wasn’t written for a meat-head like me, that was for sure, and I couldn’t understand most of the words. Fortunately, I could press on each of the words I didn’t understand, and the text would shift to a definition. Unfortunately, I often times didn’t understand the definition either, and I had to click on even more words.

There was a clock on the side screen of my terminal. Before I knew it, two hours had passed while I dove down the rabbit hole of space-time navigation theory. My head was hurting a bit, but I was starting to get a solid grasp of how the navigation system plotted a course. It would probably take me another twenty hours of study, but I decided to take a bit of a break and stretch my legs.

Then I returned to Zea’s chair and pressed the button to open communications.

“I’m back,” I said.

“Hello, Adam,” Mikhael answered pleasantly. “Thank you for speaking with us again.”

“No problem. I wish to speak to Madalena again,” I said.

“She is sleeping. I am sorry,” he said.

“Wake her up then. I have questions.”

“I am sorry, Adam, but I can’t. I’ll gladly answer any questions you might have about--”

“No thanks. You seem like a nice guy, but I want to talk to your boss. I’ll try again in a few hours.”

“Wait, I ca--”

I turned off the communications again and let out a groan. I knew I was being a bit of an asshole to them. I just didn’t want to risk their presence on my ship until I had my questions answered.

It was going to be a problem, though. I wasn’t going to leave them, so I needed to figure out how to get them on board without getting a bullet in my head in case they decided they wanted Persephone. Yeah, Madalena was telling me she was ‘submitting’ to me, or whatever the fuck that meant. From my experience, everyone tended to be a pirate in space, and these people didn’t have a spaceship. There was a good chance they would get aboard, see I was alone, and decide they needed my ship more than I did.

They looked like hard ass fuckers on the video I watched, and I doubted they would even crack a smile when they killed me.

“Maybe I should leave them,” I said as closed my eyes. Even though no one besides Persephone heard me say the words, I regretted them instantly. I knew I was going to help them. I just didn’t want to get betrayed.

“Mikhael?” I said after I hit the button to turn our communications back on.

“Yes! Thank you! I got Captain Vaish,” he said.

“Good. Let me speak with her,” I replied as I shook my head. I doubt that the woman had been sleeping. They didn’t want her to talk to me because it seemed like we weren’t getting along.

“Adam,” she growled a moment later.

“Are you ready to answer my questions?” I asked.

“Our ship is a sentient being. My grandfather discovered her during one of his explorations. I have been her captain for the last fourteen years.”

“Ahh,” I said.

“Ahh? Was that the answer you were looking for?”

“How do you know she is a sentient being?” I asked.

“She speaks to the crew and me. Why are you asking these questions? Did you suspect this already?”

“Do you know anything about any other advanced races?” I asked.

There was silence on the other end and I crossed my arms over my chest to try and hold onto my patience.

“Who are you?” Madalena asked.

“I’m the one with the fucking spaceship. I’m the one who turned back on your life support. I’m the one asking you the questions, and I’m starting to wonder why I am even bothering. You don’t seem grateful for the help I’ve given you.”

There was silence for a few more seconds.

“There are other beings out there. It is part of the reason I am trying to unite the clans of my people. We, humans, are still young. Even with our ark ships, I doubt our race has explored more than a half percent of the Milky Way. Some of these beings are peaceful, others are worse than anything we can imagine. My people were once explorers, but we discovered monsters worse than any nightmare. We retreated, and waited, but I am done waiting. Our enemies will be coming for us, and I want my people to be ready. That is why I will unite them under my Overlord Clan. They will submit to me.”

I didn’t say anything for a few moments, and she continued.

“That was my plan. Now I have submitted to you. I will obey your desires, but I will plead that you let my crew go so they can continue my mission.” Her voice sounded surprisingly sorrowful.

“I’m not looking for slaves. I’m worried about you all coming on my ship and deciding you want it for yourselves,” I said.

“No. I told you it is not slavery. I am honor-bound to serve you for the rest of my life. I am a Prime Valkyrie. You have never met a woman like me, Adam.”

Her last sentence made my hands clench the sides of the leather armrest, and it took me a few seconds of deep breathing to force the monster back in my stomach.

“You don’t know a thing about me, or the women I have met,” I finally said.

“I don’t need to. I am a Prime Valkyrie. There is only one amongst all of my people. You will soon find out why the title is placed upon my shoulders. If you allow video communication, you can look upon me.”

“I want to take another break,” I said as I tried to control my anger.

“No!” she shouted, but then she cleared her throat. “Please, Adam. They will return to ensure I am dead. We are on borrowed time. If you fix the bottom part of our structure, we can use the exit dock to board your ship.”

“Yeah, but then you’ll be on my ship,” I said. “I need to figure out how to keep you all from taking it from me.”

“For the love of Odin!” she shouted. “I submitted to you! Don’t you understand? Your will is now mine. I am yours. Taking your ship would violate all of my oaths and my honor.”

“Ahhh, fuck,” I said as I took a deep breath. “I’m going to fly around the station a bit and see if there is another ship. Maybe I can put you on a shuttle and--”

“There are no more ships,” she growled. “You are wasting time. If our enemies return to find you here, they will destroy whatever junker you occupy a millisecond before they kill us.”

There was a collective groan from the other end, and I heard a few voices speak in a language I didn’t recognize.

“I’ve just been told by my crew that I should not insult your ship. I am sure it is a fine ship, even though I cannot see it.” She was trying her best to sound sincere, but she failed.

For some reason, her terrible attempt at fake sincerity convinced me she wouldn’t try to take Persephone from me. This woman was not used to subterfuge.

“I will fly around the backside where your pod is, and then see what I can do about the structure. Standby.” I reached for Persephone’s flight controls and angled her under the station. It only took me half a minute to get to the other side, and I stopped Persephone a hundred meters or so from where I thought their structure was. The maneuver was much easier with fingers and hands on the controls.

“Is this yours? Can you see me?” The windows of the pods looked dark, but I guessed I was near the correct one.

There wasn’t an answer, and my heart started to thump in my chest. Had this been a trap after all? I should have waited. I didn’t even have a destination in the navigation system so I couldn’t get away if I needed to.

“You possess a Shadow Eagle?” she asked a moment before my nerves got the best of me.

“Shadow Eagle?” I asked.

“Your ship, Persephone. She is a Shadow Eagle, just as Dance to the Dirge is.”

“Yeah. That is why I came looking for you. Is that your structure?”

“Who are you?” Madalena asked urgently.

“Do you want me to help you?” I asked as I turned Persephone so her side dock exit was pointed at the base of the tall black building. It looked like a chunk of the asteroid had been shot with a massive plasma ball, and the rock lifted up to pinch into the metal of the structure at its base. There was a docking station near there, but I didn’t think I could access the damaged part of the building through that tube.

“Yes, that is the building. There are drones at the base of the tower. On the inside. One of my crew has written a program to command them to work on the rock and repair the metal, but they are offline.”

“So you need me to flip another switch?” I asked.

“Yes, and perhaps you now understand why I am frustrated with you,” she said, but some of the dark edges was absent from her voice.

“How long will it take for the robots to fix the--”

“My programmer thinks six or seven hours,” she interrupted me.

“Ahh,” I said. Her crew would have been safe onboard Persephone by now if I had activated the drones after I fixed the power. Hell, I could have been back on Queen’s Hat, or hot on the tail of the Magate Order.

Or I could have fucked up one of my jumps, not been able to use my space suit’s thrusters because the lack of hands, and have floated through the endless void.

“Will you do it?” she asked. “We have little time.”

“Yeah. I’ll position Persephone a bit closer, then suit up for a walk.”

“Thank you, Adam. You will not regret helping us. I will serve you as no woman--”

“Look, you don’t have to serve me, or submit to me, or whatever the fuck you think you need to do. If you don’t try to take my ship from me, and you answer my questions, I’ll give you a ride where you want. I like helping people. I just don’t like getting shot in the back.” I managed to get Persephone a bit closer to the building and felt another bout of appreciation for my hands and fingers. They really did make everything on the ship much easier, and I stood from Zea’s seat as soon as I had placed the ship as close as I could.

“I will not betray--” Madalena’s voice was cut off when Persephone’s alarm sounded.

“Shit!” I shouted as three red dots appeared on the map screen. Persephone’s scanners immediately pushed a wall of red text on the side of the map, and I read through the information on the ships as quickly as I could.

 

Destroyer Class Razor: ZANA-AA 878

Manufactured by: Jotnar Overlord Clan. Rag 876 - a

Branding: Jotnar Overlord Clan Navy. Yonna Branch.

Hyperdrive: Raz - 789 Xacer. 32 hours to 1 light year.

Warpdrive: No

Foldingdrive: No

Length: 120 meters

Estimated Crew: 50

Estimated fighter craft: 14

Estimated drone payload: 8

Heavy plasma cannons: 2

Light plasma guns: 4

Laser arrays: 2

 

Destroyer Class Vindicator: YANA-HA 998

Manufactured by: Jotnar Overlord Clan. Rag 876 - a

Branding: Jotnar Overlord Clan Navy. Yonna Branch.

Hyperdrive: JJOC - 789 Dual Thruster. 46 hours to 1 light year.

Warpdrive: No

Foldingdrive: No

Length: 100 meters

Estimated Crew: 40

Estimated fighter craft: 10

Estimated drone payload: 6

Heavy plasma cannons: 2

Light plasma guns: 4

Laser arrays: 1

 

Destroyer Class Vindicator: YANA-HA 997

Manufactured by: Jotnar Overlord Clan. Rag 876 - a

Branding: Jotnar Overlord Clan Navy. Yonna Branch.

Hyperdrive: JJOC - 787 Dual Thruster. 47 hours to 1 light year.

Warpdrive: No

Foldingdrive: No

Length: 100 meters

Estimated Crew: 44

Estimated fighter craft: 10

Estimated drone payload: 6

Heavy plasma cannons: 2

Light plasma guns: 2

Laser arrays: 1

 

“Our enemies are here, Adam. You must flee. Protect the Shadow Eagle,” Madalena said without the emotion I expected from someone who was about to die.

“They are… four minutes away!” I said as I checked their distance measurements on the map.

“But it will take hours for the drones to repair the station, and there is no way a single ship can battle three Jotnar craft. They are skilled and vicious beyond what you could imagine.”

I cursed and looked out Persephone’s display while my brain spun with half-formed plans. I was a bit familiar with her landing gear now, and I wondered if I could use the arms to grab onto the side of the building. Then I could spin the station around so these Jotnar ships couldn’t fire on me. Eve had done that with the Alloprize carrier when I’d boarded it with Zea and the Children of Rah.

I tore apart the idea almost as soon as it formed in my mind. There was no way I’d be able to dodge three ships for the seven hours it would take for the drones to fix the damage to the structure. I’d also have to exit Persephone and flip the switch to activate the robots. It would take me at least four minutes to get there and back.

But the memory gave me another idea.

“Persephone has a boarding tube with a cutting arm. I can cut through the dwelling pod!” I didn’t wait for her reply. Persephone felt agile in my hands, and I spun her up and around in a tight loop so that her bottom was close to the metal structure where I thought Madalena was. Then I engaged the landing gear

“No, our pod walls are thick. A cutting tool will never be able to do the job. We already thought of that. It is why we asked you to activate--”

“I’m going to try anyway. Standby.” The bridge arm was still blaring, and I glanced up at the distance numbers Persephone displayed, and the estimated time the enemy ships would be able to attack us.

3:10 until they were in blaster range.

I pressed the buttons to engage the landing gear and watched Persephone’s legs extend beneath the display. I didn’t know if I hit the correct button, or if she was helping me, but the bottoms of the arms were set for their claws instead of their wheels, and the ship clasped the sides of the building like a spider.

Then I was sprinting toward the elevator.

The door was already open, and it closed before I even hit the button for the bottom floor. It opened an agonizing five seconds later, and I continued my sprint down the hallway toward the hold.

I grabbed onto the breaching tool and aimed the laser cutters at the side of the building below me. I engaged the beams and prayed they had enough oomph to cut through the side of the building. They once sliced through the hull of the Alloprize carrier like a hot knife through butter, and I couldn’t imagine that a structural glass on a space station domicile pod would have more armor.

I let out my breath a half moment later when the lasers started to eat through the metal. I was a bit surprised when it did seem like the material was harder to cut than the carrier’s hull, but the countdown timer on the breaching tube said it would be done in twenty-eight seconds.

I realized I didn’t have my transponder on me so I couldn’t tell Madalena I was about to cut the hole. I hadn’t even figured out the location with her. All I could do was hope her people were ready to move as soon as the lasers finished their work.

“Go! Go! Go!” I screamed into the boarding tube as soon as the metal was cut free of the side.

Heavily armored figures jumped into the tube, and then they leapt free of the gravity shift and floated up through the tunnel and onto the floor of Persephone’s hold. As soon as the first person landed, I was able to see the design of their armor, and the beast inside of my stomach let out a growl of warning.

Their armor was just a few centimeters short of being comically wide at the shoulders. Dark blue lights illuminated the joint seams, and the flat plates of the armor were etched with winged bird shapes. The helmet had small twisted ram’s horns on the crown, and the face of the helmet looked like a sneering skull.

The figure carried a plasma rifle, and he, or she, raised the weapon to point at me.

Shit.

Another figure jumped through the tube, and I saw that the back of the armor had a small pair of jet thrusters attached. They let out a small push of noiseless power, allowing the second armored marine to float to the ground. This figure’s armor looked almost the same as the first warrior’s, but the skull helmet looked less like a ram’s, and more like a bull’s. Six other figures quickly jumped through the hole.Each one had similar wing etched armor, but a different helmet design. The last figure through wore the most decorative armor, with the wings etched in silver spread across every surface. The helmet had wings on the side of a silver colored crown band, and the skull face was fashioned like a human woman screaming.

“Is that the last one?” I shouted. The armored figure nodded at me, and I hit the automated extraction command on the boarding tube.

“Let’s go to the bridge,” I said as I turned back to the group. The first one through the tube still held their plasma rifle aimed at me, and I noticed the other armored soldiers also had badass looking rifles with feathery wing etchings on the sides.

“We will follow.” Madalena’s voice came from the most decorated of the armor, and I sprinted past them toward the hallway leading to the bridge elevator. They followed me, but none of them said anything.

I was glad they hadn’t shot me with a plasma rifle. I knew I wouldn’t have been able to heal from almost instant immolation.

It was a tight squeeze in the elevator with their armor, but we all fit, and I hit the button for the bridge.

“You do not look injured,” Madalena said. The eye sockets of her banshee helmet actually glowed with strange power.

“I heal fast. Who is your pilot?” I asked as Madalena stood with her armored chest pressed into mine, and I stared into her skull helmet. For a moment, I wondered if the armor was giving me the illusion that they were freakishly large. I wasn’t the biggest grunt in the Jupiter Marines, but there were only a few taller and broader of shoulder. Even the smallest one of these armored figures still stood half a head taller than me.

“Nikki, you are piloting,” Madalena’s voice sounded darker coming from the suit.

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie,” a woman answered from behind me.

“Center seat,” I said over my shoulder, and then I turned back to Madalena. “Who is your navigator?”

“Goran,” Madalena replied.

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie,” a man’s voice came from the armored suit standing to her left. The door opened as soon as he finished speaking, and we poured out of the elevator.

“Goran, your seat is to the left of the pilot. I need you to plot a course to Queen’s Hat. It was the second to last destination where we traveled.” He didn’t nod or indicate that he understood me. I realized he had been the first one through the boarding tube, and the only one to point his rifle at me.

“Goran, plot course to Queen’s Hat,” Madalena said.

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie,” he said.

“The rest of you are on cannons, I have five stations on each side of the bridge. The holomap is between them.” I pointed to the stations as we ran past them. “Grab a seat and get ready to buy Goran some navigation time.”

“Mikhael, Josefinna, Calisto, Milda, and Lux. Get on the cannons. We are buying Goran enough time to plot the course to Queen’s Hat.”

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie!” the five of them shouted as they moved to take positions at the gunner terminals.

Then Persephone shook, and her alarm seemed to scream louder.

The remaining four of us sprinted past the officer chairs. The armored figure that I guessed was Nikki slid into Zea’s chair and moved her armored fingers over the controls with a surprising amount of dexterity.

Goran moved to the chair left of Nikki, and he strapped himself in just as I saw another volley of blue colored plasma drift toward us. I swore it was aimed right at our screen, but Persephone seemed to spring backward off the side of the station tower, and the balls of blue energy slid right past our display.

“Yes! Great job! Turn her around and come about from under the station,” I said as I strapped myself into the captain’s chair.

“Nikki, continue reverse course to below the station, then head pitch bearing negative four five eight seven, and yaw bearing negative twenty-two,” Madalena barked as she sat in the chair next to me.

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie,” Nikki replied, and Persephone spun back around as if she was a dancer. Then Nikki piloted us under the edge of the asteroids, spun us around so we squeezed through two tall housing structures, straightened out into a sharp climb, and pointed us back to the side of an oncoming spray of plasma fire. The balls didn’t come anywhere close to hitting us.

“Take us in a heading to position them on our port side. Everyone on a cannon, fire at the right destroyer. On my mark,” I said.

“Nikki, bear heading twenty. Avoid their fire,” Madalena’s voice was perfectly calm. It almost sounded as if she was bored.

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie,” Nikki said, and Persephone twisted to the right a bit before accelerating.

“Crew, prepare to fire on Destroyer number three. On Adam’s mark,” Madalena said.

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie!” the five warriors sitting behind me shouted, and I hoped that they had figured out how to use the cannons by now.

“Destroyers are taking evasive action!” Nikki shouted. The enemy ships looked a bit like birds of prey, and they moved just as gracefully through space.

“Goran, how is the plot?” I asked.

“Goran, give us an update,” Madalena ordered.

“I need forty seconds,” he said as his armored fingers flipped across the buttons of the terminals.

“Get us closer, Nikki,” I said, but a new blast of plasma balls cut off her intended path, and she had to twist Persephone away. It was obvious that she was an exceptionally skilled pilot since every single one of her movements were incredibly smooth and graceful.

“When should we fire?” a woman asked from behind us. I could understand why they were anxious, we could have hit them from our distance, but the enemy ships were moving faster than I expected, and I wanted them to think we might not have weapons active. They might try to get close for the kill allowing us to surprise them.

“I want to get closer before we hit them with our first volley,” I said to Madalena.

“Prepare to fire! Nikki, closer!”

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie,” Nikki replied.

Then she twisted Persephone sideways and passed us through an almost impossible break in the enemy plasma balls.

I expected Persephone to shake as her shields caught the attacks, but there was no movement. We emerged safely on the other side of the spray, and Nikki rolled us away from another torrent of fire.

“Pull us up!” I shouted as soon as I saw an opening.

“Up now!” Madalena barked, and Nikki followed her orders.

“Fire!” I shouted, and a blast of dark red plasma balls flew from our screen and smashed into the side of the destroyer I wanted them to hit. All five sets of plasma balls connected, and I expected the hull of the vessel to melt instantly.

But a glowing network of orange deflected the shots, and I had to bite my tongue to keep from cursing. Of course these ships would have shields. It was just our luck.

Nikki spun Persephone to the right, but she couldn’t avoid one of the plasma balls, and we shook again.

“Shields at eighty percent,” Nikki said.

“Twenty seconds,” Goran said.

“Gunners, the light plasma cannons can cause larger explosions when you hit one of the heavy plasma cannons. Half of you switch over to the light guns and hit the balls before they impact with the Destroyer’s shields.” I looked to Madalena as I spoke.

“Calisto and Milda stay on heavy cannons. The rest of you switch to light. Aim for the heavy shots. On Adam’s order,” Madalena commanded.

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie!” They shouted.

“Fire now!” I said as Nikki dove back toward the destroyer and threaded between a triple stream of spinning plasma balls.

A twin stream of dark red balls flew out of Persephone’s cannons and dropped down toward the top of the destroyer. Three long lines from the lighter plasma guns joined them, and the balls exploded right before they hit the enemy ship’s hull. The orange shield shattered from around the surface of the destroyer, and the port side of the vessel began to spark.

“Shields are down! Hit it!” I ordered, and another round of plasma flew from Persephone. The destroyer twisted out of our way and dove under us before any of the shots could land, and I let out a frustrated growl.

“Course is plotted,” Goran said.

“Our warp drive is off cool down. Use it!” I ordered, but the man turned his helmet toward Madalena.

“Engage warpdrives for Queen’s Hat,” Madalena ordered.

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie,” the man replied as he pressed the button on his terminal.

The plasma balls faded away, and the enemy ships disappeared. Persephone’s screen went black as her flight angle steadied.

We were safe. Or at least, we were safe from the threat of Madalena’s enemies.

I closed my eyes and leaned back in my chair for a few moments. No one said anything, and I wondered if they would decide to betray me now.

“Your crew is efficient,” I said to Madalena when I opened my eyes.

“Yes.” She stood and turned her armored face toward me. “They are one of the best.”

“I have more questions for you, but I can ask them over a meal, if you all are hungry, we should be in warpdrive for about seventy minutes.”

“We would appreciate it, but we must do one thing first,” she said as she raised her hand up to her chest.

“Uhhh--” I started to say, but she interrupted me.

“Crew, remove your armor,” Madalena instructed.

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie!” the rest of her marines said, and they each pushed their armored fists to their chest.

Then the metal seemed to drip from their bodies like liquid mercury.

My eyes shifted to Goran and Nikki before I focused on Madalena, the metal ran away from her face first and then seemed to crawl down her neck like ooze. Her face was beautiful, but her features were sharp and expressionless. Even her eyes were an emotionless gray, and they met my own eyes with cold assessment.

The armor on her shoulders, chest, stomach, gloves, arms, and legs, seemed to crawl and wiggle up toward her chest, and the metal then spiraled as if it was water being sucked down a bathtub drain. The apex of the motion was a golf ball sized amulet that hung around Madalena’s neck. Soon the armor was entirely gone, and the ball made a hissing sound as steam escaped from the seams.

“How in the hell does that work?” I asked as my eyes fell to the amulet. It looked like it was made from rhodium, and now that the steam had stopped, a faint blue glow came from the small cracks in it.

“It is my aegis,” she said as she tapped the metal with her finger. She wore a tight suit under her armor. The garment also had wing patterns across the chest, legs, and arms, but much like my own tight-fitting flight suit, her attire left very little to the imagination.

Madalena was tall. A bit taller than me, and I guessed her to stand some two hundred centimeters. Her face was diamond shaped, and her long brown hair was thick and straight. Her shoulders were feminine, but they were also layered with toned muscles that hinted at thousands of hours spent exercising. The warrior woman’s breasts were full, round, and proportioned perfectly with her ribcage and waist. Her legs were muscular, and I found my eyes drawn to the shape of her hips. There was a loose gun belt there, with a pistol and sheathed dagger hanging on opposite sides.

“Your appearance pleases me as well,” Madalena said, and I blinked before looking at her cold eyes. She still wasn’t smiling, so I didn’t know if she was joking.

“What?” I asked.

“I find you attractive. You have a muscular body I will enjoy. Your tactics are too cavalier, but I will instruct you. I look forward to molding you into the perfect warrior; someone suitable for a Prime Valkyrie.” Her eyes flashed down to my chest for half a moment before she stared into my eyes again. “Yes, I could have been far less fortunate with the man I submitted to.” Her face still looked emotionless so I couldn’t tell if she was fucking with me.

“Madalena, you don’t need to do that. I like helping people, but I’m in a bit of a hurry. I need to find my friends. The Magate Order kidnapped them. I need to speak with my other friend at Queen’s Hat. Then I need to find them. If you can help me by giving me their loc--”

“I will help you,” she interrupted me.

“Thank you,” I said as I smiled at her, but she didn’t return my smile.

“It is common for you to stand for this, but you can continue to sit if that is what you prefer.” Her eyes bore into mine.

“What are you--” I started to ask, but she raised her hand.

“Who will witness?”

“I will witness, Prime Valkyrie,” Nikki said as she stepped from the pilot’s chair. She was also beautiful, and her eyes were made out of the same cold gray metal color as the woman standing in front of me. Nikki’s hair was blonde and braided around her shoulder like a coiled snake.

“Who will Second?” Madalena asked.

“I will Second,” a man said as he stepped from the gunner’s stations. I recognized the voice of Mikhael. He was also blonde, and his eyes had the same cold color as the other two women.

“Adam, what is your blood clan’s name?” Madalena asked me as she drew the dagger from her belt. It was a wicked weapon, with a twisted blade that almost looked like a screw.

The beast growled inside of my mind. I suddenly realized that I was going to have a hard time dodging a dagger thrust while I was sitting in my chair.

“Blood clan? I’m sorry, I don’t--”

“Your family name?” Mikhael promoted.

“Just Adam,” I replied, “but as I said, you really don’t need to--”

“You will take my Overlord Clan’s name since you don’t have one of your own.”

“No,” I growled as I stood from the captain’s chair. “You don’t need to do this.” As soon as I said the words, I saw Nikki and Mikhael drop their hands to their pistols. Goran also moved out from behind his seat, and while the other crew members seemed to be void of emotion, Goran glared at me with undisguised hate.

“I am Madalena Vaish. Eldest offspring of King Tanal Vaish. Eldest offspring of King Uanal Vaish. Eldest offspring of Edwar Vaish.” She paused and then closed her eyes as she cut her hand open with her dagger.

“She is Madalena Vaish. Eldest offspring of King Tanal Vaish. Eldest offspring of King Uanal Vaish. Eldest offspring of Edwar Vaish,” both Nikki and Mikhael repeated in unison.”

“I am Madalena Vaish. Prime Valkyrie of the Nordar people. Undefeated in combat, and victor of two hundred and seven death duels.” Madalena moved her dagger into her bloody hand and then cut her other hand open with the blade.

“She is Madalena Vaish. Prime Valkyrie of the Nordar people. Undefeated in combat, and victor of two hundred and seven death duels,” both Nikki and Mikhael repeated again, but I almost couldn’t hear them over the sound of my heart slamming into my chest and the beast roaring in my brain.

There was something really fucking weird about this. It wasn’t just the words they were saying, or Madalena cutting herself. Every single hair on my body was standing on end, and it felt as if the air was filled with electricity.

Madalena’s blood dripped onto the floor of Persephone, and she took a step toward me. Her eyes stared into mine without blinking, and I prepared myself to parry a thrust with her dagger.

Then she kneeled with both her knees on the ground and raised the blade up to me with her bloody hands.

“I am Madalena Vaish. In exchange for my life and the life of my crew, I submit my body, mind, and soul to Adam Vaish. I will serve him as consort, advisor, eyes, arms, legs, and heart. We will be bonded both in life, and when we arrive in Valhalla.”

My head was throbbing, and I couldn’t seem to tear my eyes away from the blood pooling around the dagger in her hands. Did she say consort? Wasn’t that a fancy word for wife? Was this a wedding?

“She is Madalena Vaish. In exchange for her life and the life of her crew, she submits her body, mind, and soul to Adam Vaish. She will serve him as consort, advisor, eyes, arms, legs, and heart. They will be bonded both in life, and when they arrive in Valhalla.”

Madalena continued to kneel and hold the bloody dagger up to me. It took more effort than it should have to pull my eyes away from her, and I found myself looking over at Mikhael instead of the kneeling woman.

“I don’t need this. She doesn’t have to--”

“If you do not accept her submission, she will be dishonored. If she is dishonored, we are dishonored. Then we will kill you.” Mikhael’s cold eyes narrowed, and I saw his jaw tense.

He wasn’t joking.

“What do I do?” I asked.

“Take the dagger, cut your palms, place them over hers so you are joined and then say you accept her submission. Then help her rise. You will both be bonded for eternity.” Mikhael nodded to the dagger as he spoke.

I tried to think of a way out of this. I looked at Nikki, but she wore the same hard look Mikhael did. Goran was also no help. He had probably wanted to kill me when he first came onboard. I turned my head to my left, and saw the rest of the crew standing in front of the holomap. They were all tall, muscular, beautiful, but had the same cold gray eyes.

None of them looked like they were interested in me saying anything that wasn’t what Mikhael just told me to say.

I couldn’t help Eve, Zea, Paula, and Kasta if I were dead. I couldn’t let Juliette know what happened if I was dead. I couldn’t help save the people of Uraniel from the SAVO assholes if I was dead. Madalena seemed committed to helping me. Hell, she was committed enough to cut her hands open and swear she would be loyal.

I could use all the help I could get. This couldn’t possibly mean we were married.

My right hand closed around the hilt of her dagger, and I pulled it from her hands. I ignored the warmth of her blood on the grip and then sliced across my left palm, then I switched hands and did the same to my right palm. My blood dripped from my hands, and I dropped the dagger on the floor. Then I placed my palms on top of Madalena’s and tried to ignore the tingling sensation that seemed to flow from her.

“I accept your submission, Madalena Vaish.” My fingers closed around her hands, and she looked to my face. Her half smile surprised me a bit, and I helped her stand.

“Thank you, my lord,” she said while she continued to stare into my eyes.

“Alright. Let’s take care of these cuts. We can talk more while we--” my words caught in my throat when looked down at our hands. I was still holding hers, but we were no longer bleeding.

There was no blood anywhere.

“What the fuck?” I asked as I let go of her hands and looked at my palms. I could heal faster than a normal human, but I should still be bleeding, and there should be blood smeared between our hands and on the bridge floor. There was no proof we had just cut ourselves.

“We are joined. What flows from you, flows to me. What flows from me, flows to you. We are Ouroborus now. You are part of our blood clan.” She gestured to the crew gathered around us, and they each nodded to me, but they still didn’t smile.

“Ugh. Whatever,” I said as I rubbed my temples with my fingers. “I need to eat, I’m sure you all do. Meat okay? That’s pretty much all I have, but I have some three hundred kilos of it.”

“Yes, my lord. We eat meat.” She nodded at me.

“Do you have a cook? If not, I can do it--”

“I will cook for you, my lord.” Madalena nodded again, but she still didn’t smile. “It will be fitting for our first meal together.”

“No, shit, you don’t have to do that, and can you stop calling me--” my voice caught when Persephone’s alarm beeped. I looked at the screen with confusion and saw a countdown timer.

“Why are we leaving warpdrive?” I asked. “It should be another hour at least.” There was less than a minute left on the clock.

“Goran, explain.” Madalena turned to the navigator.

“Prime Valkyrie, I set our course for Nordar 13,” the man answered.

No one spoke for a few seconds. Madalena was standing beside me, so I couldn’t really see her face, but I could clearly observe Nikki, and the blonde woman’s jaw was tense.

“Why?” Madalena finally asked when the countdown clock was at fifteen seconds.

“He is not Nordar. Your father will want him to complete the rites of passage.” Goran crossed his arms and frowned at me.

Suddenly his head disappeared with a red spray of blood and the crisp retort of a bullet being fired.

Madalena’s left arm was extended in a perfect shooting position, and the barrel of her pistol was exhaling a stream of dense smoke. The weapon was beautifully crafted in the winged style of her armor, and it looked as heavy duty as the twin pistols that I normally carried. She holstered it with a spinning movement as she turned to face the rest of the crew standing with Mikhael.

I hadn’t even seen her draw the weapon, or her body move into a shooting position, and I possessed sharp eyes and even sharper reaction times.

“We were a moment away from dying, and that death would have not been in battle,” she seethed at them. “Would we have had a place in Valhalla with such a death? I think not. I have submitted to Adam. Would anyone else like to dishonor our blood clan? Would anyone else like to dishonor the Prime Valkyrie?” No one moved for a few seconds, and Madalena turned around to set her gray eyes on Nikki.

“No, Prime Valkyrie,” the pilot said with a slow shake of her head.

“Good,” Madalena said as she pointed to Persephone’s screen. “We are exiting. Open communications with the fleet as soon as possible so they do not attack us.

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie,” Nikki replied as she took her seat.

Then Persephone exited warpdrive.

Her display screen filled with the image of stars, asteroids, and three beautiful planets that seemed to rotate far too close to each other. One looked Earth-like; it was mostly water but had thicker polar caps. The second looked to be a half-desert world, with rough mountains, long stretches of smooth sand, and dunes massive enough for me to see from space. The bottom portion of the globe transitioned to a thick rain forest right at the equator, and its landscape was a chromatic array of rich greens.

The third planet almost took my breath away. It was of equal size to the other worlds, but it was made of metal. My mind almost couldn’t wrap itself around the sight. Was this a planet with one giant city built on top? Or was it a massive space station? Persephone’s scanners hadn’t updated with the info of the three planets yet, but I soon realized why.

What I first thought were stars and asteroids were actual ships.

Tens of thousands of ships.

Persephone probably had the ability to quickly scan them all, but it would have just filled the screen with a quick scrolling stream of useless information. There were a lot of ships, too many to count, too many to name, and too many to build.

Unless you were one of the Nordar.

Nikki moved her hands over the communication buttons and began to speak in a language I didn’t know. I did hear “Persephone” and “Prime Valkyrie,” but a group of forty or so ships began angling toward us. They were styled similar to the bird-like vessels of the Jotnar, and they moved with an agile thrust that reminded me of Persephone.

“Good,” Madalena said after Nikki finished replying to the voice that came across the speaker. “Dock Persephone at my father’s battle fortress.”

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie,” Nikki replied as she steered my ship through the gauntlet of bird-like starships.

These ships turned to escort us, and I soon saw our destination. It was a battle carrier larger than any I had ever seen. It was at least twice the length of The Jupiter Storm, which was the largest vessel in the Jupiter Navy.

 

Star Class Battlefortress: ODIN GEIRR

Manufactured by: Vaish Overlord Clan. Nordar - 13 - c

Branding: Vaish Overlord Clan Navy. King Tanal Vaish.

Hyperdrive: Vaish Twenty Strike Sequencer. 85 hours to 1 light year.

Warpdrive: Vaish Battlefortress Slipstream F-38. 4 light years per hour for 2 hours. 84 hour charge time.

Foldingdrive: No

Length: 4.34 kilometers

Estimated Crew: 5,480

Estimated fighter craft: 1,230

Estimated drone payload: 2,200

Heavy plasma cannons: 400

Light plasma guns: 600

Laser arrays: 120

 

“Damn,” I gasped after I read through Persephone’s description. This beast was all sorts of mean, and the other spacecraft flying in and out of the various ports on the fortress gave me the impression of a beehive. The battle fortress wasn’t as massive as Queen’s Hat. Although it looked like it could eat Juliette’s space station for breakfast, and then still have room for brunch.

Nikki steered Persephone through one of the hundreds of ports, and I realized the single battle fortress could probably have fit the entire Jupiter Navy armada on the inside.

“Yes, it is impressive,” Madalena said as she turned her gray eyes to me. “My father will be waiting to receive us. Do you own armor?”

“Yes,” I replied.

“Put it on before you meet me in the hold.” She raised her finger and touched the massive revolver on my chest. “This sidearm is acceptable. Do you own other weapons?”

“Yeah, I keep them in our armory.”

“Arm yourself with your largest firearms and melee weapons, my lord. The next few days will be crucial for your survival.”

“What do you mean?”

“The scum has betrayed you,” Madalena said as she nodded over her shoulder at Goran’s corpse. “My father will not be pleased that I have submitted to you. The reasons are too complicated to explain at the moment, but he preferred for me to be unwed. He’ll seek to nullify my submission by arranging your death in the rites of passage. It was why I did not wish to return home until I had helped you save your friends.”

“Wait, we are married?” I asked. “I didn’t agree to that.” My stomach dropped, and I felt a lump form in my throat. “I thought I was just accepting your submission. Or whatever you meant.”

“That was what I meant.” Her eyes narrowed at me.

“But you said all of your crew has submitted to you. Does that mean they are married to you?”

“There is not enough time to explain. I will at a later time.” The warrior-woman turned back to her crew. “Someone clean up the corpse of the traitor.”

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie!” they answered.

“Josefinna, attend to Persephone’s galley and re-stock her with supplies.”

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie.” The woman had fiery-red hair a few shades brighter than Juliette’s.

“Lux, attend to Adam in the armory. Take inventory of the weapons and munitions. Re-stock with the appropriate tools.”

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie.” Her hair was a black ink swirl tied back in a long ponytail. She fixed her gray eyes on me and nodded.

“The rest of you, busy yourselves learning the technology of our Lord's ship.”

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie,” they replied.

“I will meet my father’s enclave in the hold,” Madalena said after she turned back to me. “You must take a shower before meeting me there. I can smell the fear on your skin, and my father will as well. Do not delay, though. He lacks my patience.”

“He lacks your patience?” I sighed. What had I gotten myself into?

“Yes,” Madalena said as she turned back toward the elevator. She took a few steps, paused and then turned around to face me again.

“We will find your friends after you have completed the rites of passage and joined our people. I swear to you on my life and soul, my lord. I will destroy all who stand in your path.” Her face was still emotionless, but her eyes searched mine.

“Alright. That’s what I am looking for. I need to save my friends, then I have other--”

“I have issued orders without asking you first, my lord. Do you agree with the assignments I have given Josefinna and Lux?”

“Yeah, that’s fine. You don’t need to call me--”

“Excellent. Do not delay. Take your shower quickly, arm yourself appropriately, and meet me in the hold.” Madalena spun around before I could answer, and she walked toward the elevator.

The rest of her crew, or maybe they were my crew now, moved to action. Mikhael and Nikki grabbed Goran’s headless corpse and dragged him from the bridge. Neither of them seemed upset that the man was dead.

“My lord, where is the galley?” Josefinna asked me.

“Next level down,” I answered as I turned from the corpse. The redhead nodded and then walked away from me.

“I will attend to you,” Lux said. “You must shower quickly. Do you keep your armor in your room?”

“No, in the armory,” I replied. “It is on the bottom level near the hold.”

“I will follow you to your shower,” she stated.

“That’s not necessary. I can just meet you in the armor--”

“No,” Lux interrupted me. “You are wasting time. We cannot afford to waste time.”

“Alright,” I sighed. “My room is this way.” I walked past the holomap, and the dark-haired warrior woman followed me. I saw Nikki and Mikhael holding onto Goran’s headless corpse as they waited for the elevator, and I turned to Lux.

“How long was Goran on the crew?” I asked.

“Since the beginning,” she answered plainly.

“The beginning?”

“Goran and the Prime Valkyrie are half-siblings. They grew into adulthood together. They have known each other for their entire lives.”

“Shit,” I said as my head spun. “And she just killed him?” I almost couldn’t believe it. Madalena hadn’t even shown a second of hesitation or any sort of emotional conflict.

“No one disobeys the Prime Valkyrie,” Lux answered as we reach the door of my suite.

“This is my room. I’ll take a shower and be--”

“I will watch you shower to ensure there is no delay,” Lux said.

“No, I can be--”

“My lord,” the dark-haired woman said as she placed her hand on my chest. “No one disobeys the Prime Valkyrie.” Lux pushed on my chest, and I stepped back into my room. “And no one keeps her father waiting.”

 

End of book 5
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