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Chapter 1

Myrin took a deep whiff from a snifter of a whiskey more expensive than a used luxury starcruiser and threw it down her throat with a gusty sigh. Her violet eyes flickered through her smoky bandit’s mask of mascara as she licked her lips. She leaned back in her seat and looked around Euphorium, the insanely opulent restaurant we’d picked for the first non-room service meal of our vacation. Surrounded by a menagerie of astronomically wealthy businessmen, politicians, and heirs, I felt as out of place as a pack of wolves in a posh kennel filled with purebred toy poodles.

“This vacation,” Myrin said, “almost makes up for the seventeen thousand times I’ve been shot at since Jay busted me out of the Dominion’s shitty jailhouse.”

Kira twirled a crystalline flute of wine between her palms and chuckled at her sister’s joke. Her eyes flashed in my direction as she raised her wine in an impromptu toast.

“To Jay,” she said with a devilish wink, “who has rescued all of our pretty asses just so he could haul them all back into danger every chance he gets.”

I’d had my share of expensive alien booze by that point, most of which was nowhere near as fine as a middle-of-the-road bourbon from Kentucky and laughed loud enough to draw curious stares from many of the restaurant’s hoity-toity clientele. Most of them looked away when I returned their rude gazes, but a few gave me a slight nod as if to acknowledge they were there to keep an eye on their bosses. Hardasses can recognize one another at one hundred paces even if none of us are the same species.

“I don’t think he rescued me,” Syrl said. She took a deep drink from a flagon of honey-colored liquor that gave off a biting, cinnamon-like scent. “But he certainly made life more interesting.”

“Keep it up,” I said with a grin, “and I’ll put all of you back where I found you.”

“Good luck with that,” Syrl shot back. “You blew up the planet where you found me.”

We all laughed so long and loudly that the curious stares from the restaurant’s privileged patrons turned into outright glares.

Kira blushed at the sudden attention and pressed a raised index finger to her lush, violet lips.

“Don’t get us kicked out of here,” she muttered over her wine. “I had to call in a dozen favors to get us onboard. We’re not The Eroka’s usual passengers.”

Kira had an excellent point. This starliner was an infamously luxurious, and even more infamously expensive, flying resort. It was exactly the kind of ultra-secret hangout the galaxy’s richest and most powerful loved, and the folks eating their lunch while we drank ours hadn’t expected to rub shoulders with a gang of dirty rebels. Everyone aside from us and the security tag-alongs had paid a few million standard credits each to spend a vacation partying with the rest of the posh kids in the Richie Rich club.

“Fair enough,” I said as I stared down one rich dickhead after another. “Maybe we should head back to our suite and entertain ourselves.”

“We’ve been aboard for three days and this is the first time we’ve left the suite,” Myrin said with a boozy smile that tugged at the corners of her full lips. “As nice as our quarters are, I do want to see at least some of the ship.”

She tossed a punch at my bicep and immediately clapped her hands over her mouth.

“Oh, shit,” she whispered. “I forgot you’re not wearing the—”

“I’m a big boy,” I said before she could mention my armor. We were undercover on this mission, which meant I was wearing a fancy tracksuit instead of my trademarked +5 Jumpsuit of Death and Destruction. This was the longest I’d kept the superpowered liquid-metal nanotech armor hidden under my skin, and I was starting to miss it. “It’ll take more than a punch from a little thing like you to leave a bruise.”

“Motherfu—” Myrin started, but Kira cut her off.

“That lunch was delightful,” she said in her low, serious Commander Alari voice, “but it’s probably time to head out and do a little work.”

Always the resourceful one, Kira had booked us aboard a cruise filled to the brim with people who had no love for the Dominion. Half the folks aboard The Eroka with us, mostly business tycoons and former royals, had been fucked in the ass so hard by the Dominion they still couldn’t shit right. None of them had put on their big girl panties and openly defied the Evil Empire, yet, but Kira was here to convince them to let us do their dirty work in exchange for a significant donation to our cause. Picking up a few bazillionaire backers could buy the Heresy a lot of favors and even if we got nothing out it, it’s still the right thing to do at the end of the day.

“Sounds thrilling,” Syrl grunted. She was less comfortable on The Eroka than I was. For starters, she’d had to wear clothes, which pissed her off to no end. She’d also spent most of her childhood as a Dominion test subject and her adult years as a guerilla murder queen, which meant she had even less experience with fine dining etiquette than me. “Whose dick are we sucking today?”

“Not mine,” I grumbled, and drained the rest of my glass. One of the assholes who’d stared at us glanced in my direction every few seconds, then looked away when I caught his eye. He was tall, probably close to seven feet, and thin. He had a whole mane of hair that wouldn’t have looked out of place on an 80’s glam metal poster, but his three, gem-colored eyes held a flinty strength that was at odds with his silky pirate shirt and too-tight pants. There was more to the asshole than met the eye.

“You’re going to like this,” Kira said with a grin for Syrl. “I’ve booked a full day for all five of us. The ladies get a Galorandan cleansing oil bath, glowvapor manicure and pedicure, synthwave makeovers, and, to top it all off, Tarlonisian full-body massages. While the staff pampers us, we’ll have a chance to chit-chat with the other guests. Rich and powerful ladies can be quite talkative in the spa.”

“Oh, wow,” Myrin said. “I’m not into most of that fluffy shit, but I’d cut off Jay’s left nut for one of those massages. I’ve heard they’re very thorough.”

Five of us? What has she signed me up for, Jay? With any luck, it will involve my murdering one or more of these walking bank accounts.

Seymour didn’t enjoy being parked in The Eroka’s hangar, no matter how nice it was. He also didn’t pass up an opportunity to insinuate our time would be better spent doing his favorite thing ever: killing the shit out of people. Any people. He wasn’t picky.

“Seymour wants to know what you’ve got on his slate,” I said as I took a quick glance in the longhaired dude’s direction. He stared off at a video screen above the restaurant’s bar, but he had his head cocked in our direction. If the douchebag didn’t stop sticking his pointy nose in where it didn’t belong, it’d have a very close encounter with one of my fists. “And I’m curious what you’ve got lined up for me, too.”

“Seymour’s going to love it,” Kira said. She drained the rest of her glass and continued. “He did such a great job on Koroshi I’ve hired a special team to give him a full detail. He’ll practically glow when they get done polishing him, inside and out.”

Ask her about an oil soak. It’s been billions of years since someone has showed me that kind of attention. Billions, Jay. With a B.

“How about a lube job for him?” I said. “I think he’s feeling a little crusty.”

Kira smoothed her dress across her shapely thighs as she stood up from the table. I’d never seen her dressed up like this before, and the way the fabric clung to her body like a second skin had my attention. Myrin and Syrl flanked her, and their choice of outfits turned all the right dials, too.

Myrin, for all her tough girl attitude, cleaned up very nicely. She’d chosen low-slung pants that did nothing to hide the toned curves of her legs, and a shirt which revealed most of her abdomen and enough cleavage that I had to wonder what was holding the damned thing together.

Even Syrl had gotten in on the act. A long toga-like gown hung from her shoulders, and it was so sheer her jet-black skin and silver tattoos were more seductive than if she’d been stark naked. She’d even transformed her horns into a flowing cascade of flexible bone ribbons that clattered gently with every move she made. She looked like a goddess of the hunt come down from her mountaintop to hunt mortals for her amusement.

Any one of these fabulous women was more than enough for most men, and I was the lucky bastard with all three.

The oil bath, Jay. Focus.

“Sure,” Kira said. She dug a slender black ring out of her pocket and threw it to me. “Wear that, it’s the key to our room, and it will guide you anywhere you want to go. You can tell the technicians what Seymour wants, and they’ll make sure he gets it. We’re all here as guests of one of our benefactors, so it’s all on the house. Just don’t get too carried away. Once you’re done there, the ring will guide you to what I’ve got planned for you today.”

“There’d better not be any manicures on the agenda for me,” I said as I pushed back from the table.

The lanky motherfucker stared right at me as if he didn’t give a shit whether I saw him. As soon as the girls left, he and I needed to have a serious discussion. I needed to know if he’d eyeballed me because he knew who I was, or because he was a rude piece of shit in dire need of a simple manual attitude adjustment.

The ladies moved away from our table so I could slide out of the booth, and I gave each of them a quick hug and a kiss on the nose.

“No manicures,” Kira teased. “But you are getting a haircut. You look like a wild animal.”

“Nothing wrong with that,” Syrl said. She raked her fingers through my grown-out hair with an appreciative growl. My hair wasn’t that long, just above my shoulders, but I was scruffier now than I’d ever been as a Marine.

“Have fun, kids,” I said as we walked toward the restaurant’s exit. My eyes drifted to the table where Cinderella had been sitting, but his chair was empty. I’d only had my eyes off him for a few seconds, so how had he ducked out of there so fast?

I’m searching my databases for his face. No luck so far, but I’ll keep you posted. Assuming, of course, you get down here and order that oil bath for me. Otherwise, I’m not telling you shit.

“Remember,” Kira said as we prepared to part ways. “Your earbuds will translate aboard The Eroka, but we can’t transmit. Privacy concerns and all that. If you get into trouble, you’re on your own, Jay.”

“Oh, no,” I said. I slapped my hands to my cheeks in mock horror. “Whatever will I do if I encounter ruffians?”

We all had a good laugh at that, and then the ladies headed off for their spa day while I looked around for the hippy. Euphorium sat at the edge of the enormous open plaza that dominated the ship’s most opulent dining sector. Somehow, the festering dick pimple who’d ogled us had managed to leave the restaurant and cross almost a hundred feet of mostly empty space in the handful of seconds it’d taken us to leave the restaurant. Whoever the assmunch was, he’d pulled a David Copperfield and vanished without a trace.

Perhaps you’re just being paranoid, Jay. If he was spying on you, it would make more sense for him to be lurking nearby. You should focus on what’s really important: getting me an oil bath before I rust to pieces.

Maybe Seymour was right. The guy hadn’t done anything overtly hostile, and I didn’t see any sign of him nearby. He might have decided to tail the ladies on their spa day, but that didn’t worry me. If he gave them any trouble, the three of them would pull that skinny little twerp’s legs off, no matter how tall he was.

“All right,” I said and willed the black ring to guide me to the hangar where we’d stowed Seymour. It responded with a pulse on the right side of my ring finger, and I followed its directions out of the dining sector and toward one of the ship’s countless transit corridors.

The Eroka was an enormous ship. A little more than five kilometers long and a kilometer wide, it was the largest passenger starliner in the galaxy. While it wasn’t a flying fortress, it did have excellent security by virtue of traveling very discreetly. The Dallanans, a mysterious group who hid their identities behind elaborate holographic masks and velvet shrouds, operated The Eroka and had their hooks very deep in the guts of the various agencies which governed space travel for the Dominion. The Dallanans’ pull let them file a few hundred fake routes for every voyage of their flagship, which made it damned near impossible for the bad guys to know where the luxury resort was headed.

Fortunately, despite its size, the ship was easy to get around inside. Dozens of shuttle tubes, moving walkways, and omnidirectional travel pods waited to whisk passengers from one point to the next in the blink of an eye. It really was a fucking amazing feat of engineering and design.

Can this tub of a vessel convert souls into useful augmentations for you, Jay? No, it cannot. Rotating sidewalks are not that impressive in comparison to my abilities. And I’m not even fully upgraded. You should see my final form.

“Jealous much?” I muttered as I climbed aboard the travelpod my black ring had summoned to take me to the hangar.

The iris door sealed shut behind me when I took my seat, and a pleasant female voice instructed me to sit down and state my specific hangar destination in a dozen of the galaxy’s most common languages. I was a little surprised to realize I could understand most of the different versions of the same question. I’d been picking up alien languages just by exposure, thanks to the translation capabilities of my earbud.

“Hangar Three,” I said and settled back into the plush seat. The cushions held my body without a single pressure point, and a safety harness snaked across my chest and around my waist. Very fancy.

The pod shot away from its boarding chamber without a sound and streaked down a transparent tube nestled within The Eroka’s starboard flank. From my vantage, I could see all the way through the transparent floors and ceilings of the recreational levels. Teenagers cavorted in the craziest water slide I’d ever seen on the lowest recreation level, twenty-somethings danced their little hearts out under a dazzling constellation of strobing lights on the next level up, and daredevils flew through low-g obstacle courses on the very top level as magnetic propulsors pushed their foil wings forward at astonishing speeds.

Everybody was having a great fucking time. So why did I have a niggling suspicion that something shitty was on the horizon?

Because, Jay, it’s in your nature to be a sourpuss. You should work on your attitude. Learn to enjoy life. It’s going to be a long one, you know.

“Being reminded that I’m an ageless killing machine in thrall to a psychopathic AI really helps my mood,” I grumbled under my breath. “Maybe you’re right, though. My whole job is killing assholes, so now I’m seeing assholes everywhere I go.”

Possibly. You are very good at your job. It would make sense for it to become the most important thing in your life. Perhaps if you killed someone you could release some tension that has built up inside you during these few days of idleness.

The travel pod plunged into the darkness of an opaque section of the transit tube, and for a moment I couldn’t see a damned thing. My gut lurched into my chest as the sphere adjusted course and corkscrewed down through the ship to the hangar bays. A split second later it slid out into the brightly lit maintenance area of the ship, and a moment after that it came to a perfectly smooth stop. The door irised open, and I found myself standing less than a hundred feet away from Seymour.

“Fancy,” I said as I headed over to see what was going on with him.

Ten techs dressed in suits nicer than most maître d’s had gathered around Seymour, and they all seemed very perplexed about where to start.

I don’t think they know what to make of me.

“Hey, guys,” I said. “You think you can dunk him in some oil and let him soak for a few days? Old guy needs to get the cobwebs all cleaned off.”

A woman with a crazy mohawk of iridescent feathers and a vertical slash of a mouth ducked her head in my direction, then moved away from the rest of the technicians to meet me.

“You are this vessel’s owner?” she asked as she extended a delicate, six-fingered hand that bore a black ring which was a twin of my own.

No man owns me. I am the most advanced—

“Yeah,” I said, and took her hand. “This one’s mine. He’s kind of an antique. Or maybe he’s just old, hard to say.”

“Ah, yes,” she said. My ring buzzed against hers, and I realized she’d received all the info on my account with a simple handshake. Neat. “We have never seen a vessel quite like this one. Are there any special precautions we should take when servicing him?”

That’s right, puny mortal. Service me in every way my whim desires. I want Onglari Crystal ornaments for my cannons. I hear they’re all the rage in the conflict sectors.

“He’s pretty tough,” I said as I retrieved my hand from the technician’s grip. “You can skip most of the maintenance, he won’t need it. But he needs a good cleaning, and like I said, an oil bath.”

No ornaments? They would be very dashing against the darkness of space the next time you send me out to destroy a Dominion capital ship.

“Very well, sir,” the lead technician said, and bowed her head again. “We will see to the oil bath, as you have requested, and will have him scrubbed and polished, inside and out.”

“Thanks,” I said, and then paused. Shit, Seymour deserved a good time, too. “Do you think you can have some beautiful females wash him?”

The technician didn’t even blink. Something told me this was one of the tamer requests she’d seen in her time aboard The Eroka.

“But of course, sir,” she said. “Do you have any other specifications for the personnel?”

“Cutoff shorts,” my inner teenager said without pause. “White t-shirts. That’ll do.”

She nodded again and muttered into her ring. The technicians around Seymour dispersed.

Thank you, Jay. From your memories, hiring beautiful women to service a friend is a generous compliment.

“No problem, buddy,” I said with a chuckle. “You deserve the best as much as any of us.”

So true.

As the last of the technicians moved away, a glimpse of golden blonde hair caught my eye. No fucking way.

The hair metal beanstalk vanished around the aft end of another ship before I could get a good look, but I had no doubt my stalker was down here.

“Are you seeing this shit?” I asked Seymour. “He must have overheard us if he knew where to find me, right? When I catch up to him, he’s going to need a new spine.”

I am, indeed, seeing that asshole following you around. And while I do think murdering him would be justice served for his rude behavior, I do not think Kira would appreciate his death. He might be someone important enough to jeopardize our vacation. And my oil bath from the beautiful females.

“I’m not going to kill him,” I muttered, though I vowed to really, really fuck up his day when I caught up to him. I eased around Seymour’s hull with my fists clenched. We had weapons onboard, but no one could carry aboard The Eroka due to its security policies. That was all right. I felt confident I could manhandle this floofy-haired piece of shit if push came to shove. Plus, I had a full set of soul blades under my skin, ready and waiting to gut the nosy little prick should the need arise.

But it didn’t because my stalker had vanished without a trace.

Again.

The hangar wasn’t packed with enough ships to offer much cover, and it was at least a hundred feet from where I’d last seen my target to the nearest transit tube. Either he was very, very fast, or there was something weird happening.

I really did not like weird. I’d seen the kinds of shit the Dominion pulled. Between Marga and her albino kick-murder boys, and the mutants and giant monsters of Koroshi, the Dominion had covered pretty much all their bizarro bullshit bases. I wouldn’t be surprised at all if they had some sort of voodoo stalker tech that let people vanish at will.

That is more difficult than it sounds, Jay. Your cloaking device is the pinnacle of such active camouflage, and it requires a massive amount of soul energy in order to manifest that upgrade’s higher ranks.

“And how many souls would it take to make a flying giant cobra?” I asked, the vivid images of our kaiju battle on Koroshi still fresh in my mind.

Touche.

My ring buzzed against my finger, and I followed it to another travel pod. I wasn’t in the mood for enjoying myself, but if I missed the appointments Kira had set for me I’d be in a whole different kind of danger.

“Keep an eye out for Buttrock Boy,” I said. “If he shows his face where you can snatch him, you have my permission to lock him up inside you and entertain him with your hentai tentacles until he spills his guts.”

Have fun, Jay. I certainly will.

“Yeah, yeah,” I grumbled and hopped into the waiting travelpod. As much as I wanted to enjoy the shit out of this trip, I just knew this guy would fuck it up somehow.

The transit pod carried me up to The Eroka’s top deck and then glided along to a wide-open area at the far aft of the vessel.

“Enjoy your race, Mr. Lucas,” the pod said as the door on the port side irised open to reveal a pair of attractive young women in form-fitting crimson jumpsuits. The stubby antennae above their gleaming blue eyes twitched in my direction as they extended their hands to me.

“If you could follow us right this way, we’ll get you prepped for your first race,” the attendants said in unison.

I took their offered hands and left the pod which immediately vanished down the transit tube on its way to pick up another passenger. The next few minutes passed in a blur as one of the attendants weighed and measured me in every conceivable way while the other explained what was in store for me.

“The low-g magrace is one of our most exciting attractions, Mr. Lucas,” she said, her wide smile fixed firmly in place. “Your wingsuit provides both maneuverability and propulsion. You can steer left or right by leaning in the appropriate direction. Ascending or descending is achieved by arching or bending your back. To go faster, pull your arms into your body and press your legs together. To slow down, simply spread your arms and legs wide.”

She demonstrated the technique, and I mimicked her. To my surprise, the other attendant took advantage of my spread-eagled posture to attach the wingsuit to my back. Ribbons of shiny metallic material unfolded around my limbs and torso in the blink of an eye, then fused themselves together with a faint sizzle. A thin membrane stretched between my ankles and wrists, which made me look like a chrome-plated flying squirrel.

That suit is ridiculous. Kill them all for their impudence in dressing you like a trailer hitch.

“You’re good to go!” The attendants said in unison. The first attendant pulled a pair of goggles over my head and seated them over my eyes, and the other one put her hands on my shoulders to turn me around. “The course is right over there. Please do not enter the magchute until you are instructed—”

I didn’t wait to hear the rest of their little safety lecture. The second they’d turned me around my eyes locked on the back of the longhaired spy who’d been fucking up my good mood. As he leaped into the magchute, I charged past the other tourists and flung myself off the edge of the platform. A security goon tried to step in front of me, but he was far too slow to keep up with my enhanced speed.

The skinny little shit was not getting away from me this time.

Magnetic rings surrounded the low-gravity tube at regular intervals, and the force they emitted grabbed hold of my wing suit and flung me down the course like a dart. I was only a handful of seconds behind the dickweed spyboy, and he had no idea I was coming.

Whatever you do to him, try to make it look like an accident. Half the ship can see you zipping around in that tube like a hamster on amphetamines. While murdering the peeper would be most enjoyable, I don’t believe it’s in our best interest to end him just yet.

“I’m not going to kill him, I just want to have a word with him,” I growled as I screamed down the magchute. My target tilted his body to the right to take a hard corner, but I let myself fall to the outside of the curve.

Thanks to Seymour’s augmentations, I was much faster than your average bear. The transparent magchute took an S-curve up ahead, and while the moptop would gain some speed on me in the first turn, he’d never be fast enough to navigate the second turn at full speed. That was where I’d catch him.

The spy clung to the inside of the first curve as tight as a tick on a dog’s leg, but my prediction was correct. He had to flare his wings out to slow down as the outside wall of the second curve screamed toward him.

Before he could see me coming, I tucked my head down and rocketed around the edge of the curve way too fast. With my enhanced speed, courtesy of Seymour’s augmented armor, I could have navigated the next curve with ease. But that would have put me ahead of my target, and that’s not what I wanted.

Instead, I took the center line through the curve with my arms and legs tucked in tight against my body to increase my speed.

The floofy-haired doofus had just cleared the corner when he saw me flying at him like a torpedo. I could have flared out my arms and avoided the collision, but that didn’t sound like fun at all.

I came up into him from the inside of the curve and drove my shoulder straight into his solar plexus. His lanky arms and legs folded around my torso as the impact forced the wind out of his lungs in a sudden gush. His eyes bugged out behind his goggles, and his mouth hung open with shock. The magnetic rings adjusted their polarity to keep us from slamming into the tube’s wall, and we tumbled down the magchute together.

“Who the fuck sent you?” I growled. I hooked my left arm around his waist in a clumsy embrace and tried to make this all look like a stupid accident caused by the overconfidence of a daredevil rich boy. The magnetic rings didn’t push against us as hard as they had been earlier, which told me someone was about to put an end to my shenanigans. This was my one chance to get answers out of this fuckhole.

“No one!” he gasped after he’d sucked in a lungful of air. His breath was sweet and sticky as late-summer honeysuckle blossoms, and the strange familiarity disturbed me.

“Then why have you been following me around all day, asshole?” I demanded. We’d slowed to a gentle glide, and red lights flashed at us from the far end of the magchute. Someone would be very angry with me when we reached our destination.

“I had to be sure,” he gulped. I dug my knuckles into his back over his kidneys, ready to pop my soul blades and end him if it came to that. “I had to know it was you.”

There are a very large number of people watching you at the moment, Avatar. Also, I am enjoying this oil bath as there is a bevy of beautiful women cavorting all over me. If you interrupt this, even for murder, I will not be pleased.

“Look, pal,” I said. We twirled lazily down the center of the shaft, and I pushed him away a little to make it look like I was coming to my senses. I didn’t let go of his suit though. We weren’t through with our discussion. I lowered my voice, keeping this friendly chat just between us. “I don’t know who you think I am, but you’re wrong. If you’re smart, you’ll stop following me around right fucking now. Because if I see you again, I’ll pull your guts out through your asshole and strangle you with them.”

“Mr. Lucas,” he whispered, his voice low, and his words urgent. “My patron would very much like to meet with you in her salon before this trip ends. We can pay you for your services, and I think you will find we can be very good allies to your cause.”

The sound of my name stood my hackles on end and set off every alarm bell in my head, but maybe the guy was legit. He hadn’t really done anything, he’d just been fucking annoying. And Kira had brought us on this trip to make new buddies, so maybe…

We were only a few dozen yards from the end of the magchute, and there were a trio of very large men in suits standing on the platform who looked quite irked with me. I didn’t want them to get the idea I was a threat, so I put on my smiling face and let go of hair boy’s flight suit.

“Okay, sport,” I said. “This was all a silly accident, right? Nothing to see here. But, next time you need someone’s help, maybe just buy them a drink at the bar and ask if you can talk for a few minutes. It’ll save me a lot of aggravation.”

“It would probably have saved me some bruised ribs, too,” he said with a rueful chuckle. “Let’s shake on it.”

I let him drift away from me as we approached the landing pad and shook his hand. A faint buzz from my ring told me it’d exchanged some data with his. I’d have to talk to Kira about how that worked when we got back together.

Attendants pulled us apart and dragged us onto the landing pad. The young women looked exactly the same as the ones who’d dressed me in this silver monkeysuit, which made me wonder if the Dalannans had a cloning operation going on. Maybe they all looked alike, which is why we never saw their faces.

“Sir,” one of the goons in a suit said the second my feet touched the landing pad. “Your actions violated several of our safety policies. We must insist that all guests obey the rules for their own safety—”

My stern talking to was interrupted by a sudden flash of light at the far aft end of the ship. A rumbling explosion ripped through the ship’s outer hull, and for a split second a howling wind rushed up the magchute toward the void. Another explosion followed hot on the heels of the first, and the shocked passengers screamed in raw terror as they realized the pretty shell surrounding them was about to come apart at the seams.
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Chapter 2

I glared at my new potential ally, and he shook his head and held up both hands.

“No idea, man,” he said.

“That’s good to know,” I said and turned to the suited goon who’d lectured me about safety. “What’s the fastest way to get up there?”

“I—” he started, but I didn’t have time for his bullshit. I jabbed a finger at the closest attendant. “Can you reverse this magchute?”

“Yes, but—” she started before I cut her off.

“Then fucking do it. Now!” I shouted, and she jumped into action like she was one of my green recruits back on earth. It was good to know my sergeant’s bark hadn’t lost its edge.

“I’m going with you,” my new buddy said as he offered his hand. “Rayo Gole. Let’s do this.”

“Try to keep up,” I said as we shook hands. I stepped up to the edge of the landing pad and prepared to launch. The instant I felt the hairs on my arms rise under my magnetic suit I jumped off the landing pad and clamped my arms and legs to my sides. The magchute grabbed me and spat me back the way I’d come. I kept my arms and legs plastered to my sides as I accelerated through the course.

The vacuum wasn’t sucking the air out of The Eroka anymore, which told me the ruptures were sealed, at least temporarily. I needed to see how bad the damage was so I could decide whether we needed to bug the fuck out.

Please don’t evacuate unless you are very, very sure that there is a real problem. Things are just getting interesting in this oil bath, and none of these young ladies will forgive me if I leave right now.

“That’s very special, Seymour,” I muttered. I spotted holes in the hull as I approached the top end of the tube and saw a handful of flickering red lights in the debris floating past the breaches. What the fuck was that? “I’ll try to think of your needs while I evaluate how fucked this starcruiser filled with people is.”

Thank you for your consideration, Jay.

I reached the top of the magchute course well ahead of Rayo and followed the telltale wisps of smoke toward the aft section of the ship. Even before I reached the impact site, I could see the damage was even worse than I’d feared.

The hull just outside the recreational area was completely fucked. The explosions had ripped a line of starburst-shaped holes through the thick metal, and it wouldn’t be long before the weakened hull gave way entirely. The ship’s internal emergency systems had contained the damage to this sector, but if the external damage wasn’t fixed within the next few minutes, The Eroka would be so much floating scrap.

“Why aren’t the repair drones out there?” I asked a guy wearing a hardhat and coveralls.

“The drone egress hatch for this sector is damaged,” he said, flustered. He poked at a digital slate clenched in his right hand and cursed. “The nearest secondary hatch is too far away to reach the damaged sector before we suffer a catastrophic hull failure. We’re sending crews out to try to force this hatch open. Please don’t panic, sir.”

“You got it,” I said, stepping back to let the guy fret in silence. He had the fate of the ship on his hands, he didn’t have the bandwidth to answer my questions.

“That’s bad,” Rayo said in a grave voice. He inclined his chin toward the breaches. “What do those holes look like to you?”

“Explosions. Mines, maybe,” I said, then shook my head. “No, the blast pattern is way too regular for floaters. Whatever hit us wasn’t just drifting in space waiting for someone to run into it.”

“Micromissiles,” he said. “There goes the repair crew.”

He pointed toward a trio of spacesuited travelers who floated past the nearest hole in The Eroka’s hide. They all wore exoskeletons and carried satchels of heavy tools. We were in good hands. They’d get the repair hatch open, the heavy drones would come out and stitch up the hull, and we’d be fine.

“Looks like the show’s over,” I said with relief. “Whoever took a shot at us didn’t finish the job. We’ll be back on course—”

A vivid red slash carved across the black face of the void, and one of the repair crew’s members burst like a watermelon with a stick of dynamite in its guts. I watched through the holes in the hull as two more bursts took apart the other repairmen in less time than it took me to say, “Fuck.”

The attack wasn’t over.

I craned my neck and strained my eyes to find whatever had blasted the repair crew into extra-chunky salsa, but couldn’t get a clean line of sight with all the junk floating around us. The Eroka was in a debris field that stretched out like a half-mile of sparkling ribbon. The ship had killed its engines when the damage compromised its structural integrity, and now hung motionless amid a cloud of metal shards, chunks of scorched stone, and a surprising amount of slowly tumbling spaceship parts.

The repair tech with the hardhat gulped as he stared at the sloppy red cloud which was all that remained of the exterior team.

“Team One is down,” he shouted as he stabbed at his slate. “Team two--”

The debris outside The Eroka shifted, and my eyes settled on what had to be the culprit behind the death of the repair crew. It was a little piece of shit killer drone, shorter than my forearm. It sported a glowing red beam weapon on its lower end and a wide disc that probably held its battery and propulsion systems dominated its upper end. That was the red light I’d seen on my way back up the magchute.

“Don’t send anymore repair crews out there,” I barked. Based on the size of the drone’s weapon and my experience at being shot at, I didn’t think the little asshole could penetrate my armor. But it’d already proven it could shred an EVA suit, and watching another repair crew die didn’t sit well with me.

As much as I hated it, the only person aboard The Eroka with a chance to open the repair drone hatch was me. I was faster and better protected than a repair tech in an exosuit, and I had the combat experience to take the drone out of the fight before it could kill anyone else. While I didn’t really give a leprous rat’s syphilitic pecker about what happened to a bunch of entitled oligarchs, I couldn’t turn my back and let a shitload of tourists die, either.

Oh, Jay. We can escape. Go to the spa, grab the women, and we’ll be out of here before the first titan of industry suffers explosive decompression. You don’t have to do this. In fact, since they’re all going to die anyway, maybe—

“How do I get out there?” I barked at the repairman. He bolted to attention at the tone of command in my voice and pointed a finger toward the aft of the ship.

“There’s an emergency airlock, but you’ll need an exosuit. You can’t just--”

“Don’t worry about what you think I can do,” I said. “Don’t send anyone else out there to die. I’ve got this.”

“What can I do?” Rayo asked, and the question raised him a few notches in my book. His earnest tone told me he wasn’t trying to earn points or turn this to his advantage, he wanted to help fix this fucked up situation.

“Get everyone out of here,” I said. “If this goes sideways, everything on this deck is going to get sucked into space.”

Rayo nodded and threw me a sloppy salute, then shouted commands at the gawking elites.

“You heard the man,” he ordered, “move! Get to the center of the ship, you’ll be safer there.”

I didn’t have time to wait around to see if people had the good sense to listen to Rayo. They’d do it or they’d put their lives at risk, and I couldn’t concern myself with their choice. I had bigger fish to fry.

A security guard stepped in front of me as I headed for the airlock and raised one hand in an authoritative gesture that I disregarded.

“No one’s allowed--” he started in on his canned speech about restricted areas of the ship, because he was confident his tone and size would convince me I should turn around join the rest of the passengers like a good boy.

“Don’t mind me,” I said as I walked straight at him, “just trying to save all your fucking lives. Oh, I need that.”

The security guard had shifted as I approached, and I caught a glimpse of his shoulder rig and the pistol it held. Before he could even think about moving out of my range, I leaned forward, used my thumb to flip the strap across the gun’s handle, and scooped the weapon out of the holster. It wasn’t as nice as my assault rifle or bolt hammers, but those were below decks and if I took time out to go to get them, the whole ship would crack up before I could get back

The guard’s mouth dropped open when he realized what had happened, and I took advantage of his surprise to slam my elbow up under his jaw. It wasn’t a gentle love tap, but I’d held back. The poor fucker would wake up with a terrible headache, but I doubted he’d tell anyone about what had happened. He didn’t come off so great in this story.

“Nighty night,” I said, as I examined his gun and went on my merry way.

It took me two seconds to reach the airlock, and five more seconds to cycle it open. While I waited for the door to get its shit together and open wide, I took a good look at the gun I’d swiped. It was, thankfully, a beam weapon, and the battery was fully charged.

“At least I won’t have to worry about recoil,” I said, and stepped into the cramped, spherical chamber. I clenched my jaw and willed my armor to appear.

It flowed out of me without hesitation, covering me head to toe in death fetish designer outwear. The metal was cool as it rose through my pores, and its embrace comforted me.

Welcome home.

“Fuck me,” I said as I punched the airlock’s cycle button and took a deep breath. “This is really going to suck.”

You’ve got this, Jay. What is it I taught you? Wax on, wax off.

“Goddamnit, Seymour,” I laughed as the airlock door opened onto the inky blackness of space. “You’re no Mr. Miyagi.”

Before I waltzed out onto the damaged surface of the ship, I craned my head out of the open door to see if I could spot the asshole killbot that had blasted the repair crew. I caught a glimpse of it as it drifted through the debris field, but there was so much space junk floating around a glimpse was all I was going to get.

I hoped that meant the little fucker couldn’t see me very well, either.

The blasts that had cracked The Eroka open also scorched its skin black, and the starburst patterns were in a very precise, very straight line along the aft portion of the hull. But, despite the precision of the strike, it hadn’t hit the communications array, the engines, or any other critical systems that I could see. What in the hell was going on here?

The damaged repair drone hatch was at the far end of the line of holes in the vessel’s hull, less than fifty feet away from the airlock. One of the explosions had bent the front left corner of the hatch’s lip, twisting the sheet metal into a sloppy curl that hooked around its latching mechanism. A repair drone battered against the inside of the hatch, but it could only raise the panel an inch or two before the jammed latch stopped it dead.

“Here goes nothing,” I said, and prepared to head out. “Enjoy the show, folks.”

I clenched my fist around the beam pistol, hooked my other hand on the edge of the doorframe and slid out of the comforting cavern of the airlock and into the cold, uncaring void of space.

As cool as my armor was, and believe me, it was pretty fucking cool, it didn’t have any extravehicular activity capabilities. If I got knocked off the ship, or lost my grip while trying some fancy maneuver, I’d end up tumbling through space until Seymour came out to rescue my stupid ass. I had no fear he’d get me before I ran out of air and died, but the wasted time would doom The Eroka. The vessel’s hull creaked and groaned ominously; it wouldn’t be long before the damage to its integrity caused the whole thing to rupture.

There was no way I was going to let that happen.

I grabbed onto one handhold after another as I made my way down The Eroka’s hull, which wasn’t nearly the pain in the ass I’d thought it would be. Spaceships might look all sleek and smooth at a distance, but up close they’re covered in all kinds of antennae, broadcast and reception dishes, battery packs, fueling ports, exhaust vents, waste disposal chutes, and other convenient handholds. If I took my time, and didn’t get impatient, I could do this even with only one hand—

A sizzling bolt of red flashed at the corner of my vision, and I decided I’d run out of time to be careful.

Without looking for my next handhold, I kicked both legs against a small receiver array and shot down The Eroka’s hull like a bat out of hell. The shot missed me by a few inches and left a six-inch wide, five-foot long scar in the luxury ship’s side. It didn’t penetrate the hull, but it would have penetrated me with no problem at all.

Speaking of penetration…

“This is not the time, Seymour,” I groaned, and grabbed hold of a loading handle on a large coolant nacelle. I let my momentum carry me up and over the cylindrical container, and yet another shot flashed out of the darkness.

But this time I saw where it came from.

I tucked my heels tight against my ass and held on for dear life as my back slammed down hard on the deck on the far side of the nacelle. The shot had missed me, but not by much.

“I see you,” I muttered, and weighed my options.

I poked my head and hand out of cover just long enough to squeeze off three shots from the beam pistol and scored two direct hits. The third hit would have landed square, too, but the killer drone shifted as it spun to face me again and the blast bounced off the curved edge of its armor. Any one of those shots would have blown that stupid little tin can to pieces if the fucking thing hadn’t been equipped with an energy shield. My red darts of death splattered across the shield’s surface and fizzled away like a sparkler in a stiff breeze.

Great. My only ranged weapon was shit against this thing. I’d need to improvise if I didn’t want to be blasted to meaty chunks before I reached the repair drone hatch.

You should join me down here, Jay. It’s very relaxing, and there are so very many friendly ladies with me. I’ll bet they’d join us on our escapades if we asked them to evacuate with us.

“When did you ever give a shit about sex?” I asked. As long as I’d known Seymour, he’d been all about the murder and resented the time I spent with the women in my life. And yet, since Koroshi, he’d started showing a lot of interest in my biological processes.

You and I are much more alike, Jay. The last upgrade to my AI allowed me to feel things I hadn’t felt before. You’re rubbing off on me. It’s interesting. All the rubbing.

Great. If my sociopathic AI partner was becoming more like me, was I becoming more like him?

You wish.

The floating death ray robot hadn’t moved yet, but neither had I. I could feel the repair hatch thumping against the hull as the frustrated drones tried to escape. It was time to be a hero.

The second I revealed myself, the red ray of explodiness would fire on me, so I wouldn’t have more than one shot at getting this right. I rested the stolen gun against my cover, visualized my target, and then leaped up to clear the nacelle.

As I rose above the cylinder, I grabbed a metal shard from the debris field floating around the ship and locked my eyes on the deadly drone. The killer bot locked onto me, way, way too fast, and its deadly red glowed brighter with every passing moment.

“Suck it!” I shouted and whipped my best fastball at the lethal tin can. The sudden movement pulled me higher above the nacelle, and I scrambled to get back into cover before I got myself fricasseed.

The hurled metal shard slammed into the wide dish on the top of the drone and punched through the thin sheeting like a bullet through a Jell-O mold.

The impact threw the drone off its mark, and a sizzling red blast whipped harmlessly past my shoulder. Compressed gas jetted from the hole in the drone and propelled the damaged machine away from me. I watched its bright red weapon sail off into the blackness beyond The Eroka, then turned my attention to the damaged repair hatch.

“Hang on, little buddies,” I grumbled and dragged myself across the hull to the damaged metal slab.

Don’t take up with drones. They’ll rot your mind with their incessant chatter.

“Don’t be so jealous,” I said. “I’m trying to save a lot of lives here.”

Not to put too fine a point on it, but that is not your true calling. Your job is to end lives, Jay.

The hatch was even more badly fucked than I’d thought. In addition to the damage I’d already seen, the hinges on the far side of the hatch were utterly fubarred. The flash heat from the nearby explosion had fused the metal on one hinge into a blackened, warty lump, and the other one was twisted and warped out of shape.

“I really hope they can fly the ship without all the exterior doors closed,” I muttered, and crouched next to the damaged panel.

My soul blades were deadly sharp, but they were also incredibly strong. When I was not using them as death dealers, they made excellent tools. I pushed the tip of one blade next to the molten mass of the first hinge and shoved it under the thinnest joint between the misshapen pieces of metal. I braced myself against a sensor tower for leverage, then twisted the blade with every ounce of my considerable strength.

Jay, you’ve been outside of the ship for one minute. You have two minutes of air remaining. Please do not make me get out of this bath to rescue you. It will be embarrassing for us both.

“I’d hate for that to happen,” I grunted, and wrenched the blade up. A faint metallic ring echoed through my suit, and the remnants of the hinge snapped loose from the ship and spun through space.

One down, one to go.

I adjusted my position and went to work on the next hinge. I almost had it too, when the big brother of the first killer drone showed up to ruin my day.

Its first shot splattered across the panel I was working on and sprayed blobs of molten metal all over my shiny armor. The glowing red dots splattered into metal scabs where they landed on me, but they didn’t cause me any permanent damage.

The drone didn’t stop with just one blast though. It fired a wild stream of crimson bolts in a blistering stream of fire that blinded me with its intensity. What it lacked in accuracy it made up for in raw firepower, and I had to retreat behind a receiver dish to avoid the spray of molten globs of metal.

When the smoke cleared, jets of condensation burst up through the blast holes in The Eroka’s hull. Oxygen and moisture geysered into space, and my heart sank. The energy beams had punched through the vessel’s inner hull, and now the atmosphere was squirting out of the damage at an alarming rate. The little time I had to fix this problem had just been cut even shorter.

“Whoa, motherfucker,” I said as I emerged from my hiding place and sliced through the warped and damaged hinge with one smooth swipe of my soul blades. “Where’d you come from?”

In response, the heavy drone streaked toward me with its gun barrel glowing like the heart of an angry sun.

If a drone kills you, I will self-destruct in shame.

As if sensing their imminent freedom, the repair drones shoved against the panel. I hooked my fingers under the hatch’s rear edge and shoved it up and over the scrambling industrial robots. I dug my heels in and wrenched the raised panel to the right in time to catch a trio of bolts from the attack drone.

Black blisters formed on the back side of the panel where the bolts had almost burned through the metal. My makeshift shield wouldn’t hold up to another attack.

Time to go on the offensive.

I braced myself against the back edge of the now-empty repair drone bay and kicked at the damaged edge. My heavy boot slammed against the bent piece of metal that had kept the drones from escaping in the first place, once, twice, three times.

The heavy drone strafed to the side, so my shitty shield was out of its line of fire. I had about two more seconds before the drone’s weapon recharged and it blasted me into smoking chunks of Kentucky prime beef.

“Come the fuck on,” I shouted, and slammed my foot into the panel again.

The damaged hook of metal screeched and snapped away from the hull, and I damn near lost my grip on the panel in the process. I tightened my grip on the panel and held it out horizontally as if it were one of the fancy dinner platter’s the Euphorium’s staff carried to their rich patrons’ tables.

The drone was less than ten feet away, and its weapon glowed so bright it hurt to look at its business end. Time was up.

“Catch,” I said, and flung the panel like the world’s biggest, squarest Frisbee.

The flat sheet of metal spun through space faster than I’d hoped. My Strength upgrade on Koroshi kept right on paying dividends.

The panel skipped off the starcruiser’s hull like a flat rock off the surface of a cool mountain lake and rebounded at a shallow angle. My bank shot flipped up under the drone’s beam weapon just as it fired another bolt. The deadly red dart shot off into space, but the drone wasn’t finished shooting.

Unfortunately for the deadly robot, its gun wasn’t pointed in the direction it thought it was.

The second blast plowed through the front of the drone’s casing. Chunks of metal flew in every direction, and tightly wound wires were suddenly free to unspool from the bot’s guts. The third shot went straight up into the drone’s body and slammed through its battery core.

“Boom,” I said and threw myself prone in the repair drone bay. A flash of fire shot through space above me, and chunks of metal and polymer composites rattled against The Eroka’s hull.

Very nice work. Pity these pieces of garbage have no souls.

“Real shame about that,” I said as I scrambled out of my makeshift shelter and back to the emergency airlock.

The repair drones scurried around the blast holes as they worked and ignored me as I retreated. I’d expected to see the bulky bots welding repair patches over the holes in the hull, but they were much more elegant than that. They directed streams of gray nanites around the edges of the damage from nozzles that emerged from their bellies. By the time I reached the airlock, they’d sealed one of the holes into an ugly gray scar, and another was almost repaired.

We could have repair drones, you know. All it would require is a few souls and another upgrade to yours truly

“Maybe next time,” I said as I dropped into the airlock and pounded my fist against the cycle button. The airlock door irised closed above me and blessed oxygen gushed into the small chamber. “Now that we know Rayo Gole’s name, why don’t you run it through your little database?”

Already in progress. Nothing solid yet, but I did get a few hits on random mercenary sites dating back a few years. It looks like he used to do freelance security but must have found a more permanent employer. Probably a bodyguard for some greedy business tycoon with more paranoia than true enemies.

“Or he got swallowed up by some black ops team and they scrubbed him off the galactic internet,” I said. “Dig deeper. We don’t have much time, and I need to decide whether to trust him.”

The airlock popped open with a metallic hiss, and a thick cloud of condensation gushed into The Eroka as the pressurized oxygen from the chamber expanded to fill the surrounding space.

Through the fog I saw a handful of bodies being carted away by efficient emergency services drones. The shots that had punched through the inner hull had splattered a few of the unlucky bastards who hadn’t followed Rayo’s orders fast enough.

A stretcher passed the open airlock door, the body on it so badly mangled by the blast it didn’t have any recognizable features. All that was left of the poor fuck was a silver metal wingsuit, and a shitload of hair.

“Rayo?” I asked, shocked. I stepped out of the airlock to see if it was really him, but the drones had already carried the body away, and an explosion of flashing camera drones, clapping hands, and cheering voices froze me in my tracks.

I was still wearing my armor.

Fuck. My. Life, I thought.

Before the mist could fully clear, I sucked in all of my armor, except for a thin layer to replace my shredded clothes, back into my body and tried not to sag as I got used to the new weight on my bones. I felt like a scorpion who’d just shed its carapace, and I didn’t like it one bit.

A robed and masked figure glided through the crowd of clapping and cheering tourists with the aid of the same burly dudes in suits who’d shaken me down after my magchute ‘accident.’

Holy shit. The Dannalans hardly ever showed up in person. I was so stunned by his appearance that for a moment I forgot everything else.

“You have my thanks, good sir,” the tall creature said. Its voice buzzed behind its mask like a swarm of insects, and it extended one gloved hand toward me, hesitantly, as if unsure whether it was doing the right thing.

I shook the weird alien’s hand, and it felt like holding a glove filled with matchsticks. The glove only had five fingers, but it seemed like there were hundreds of moving parts inside it. I did my best not to shudder, and something told me the Dannalan was doing the same behind its baroque ivory mask.

“Just trying to keep everybody alive,” I said as I pulled my hand back to my side. “Including myself. There were casualties--”

“Regrettably, there was some loss of life,” the Dannalan confirmed. “Most of the casualties were members of the repair and security teams, but there was one heroic individual who stayed behind to help clear the decks. Without his actions, and yours, the losses would have been so much greater.”

Fuck. Rayo was dead, and I had no idea who he worked for. I knew it was a woman on the ship from our brief conversation, but that only narrowed it down one out of ten thousand people.

A frantically waving hand drew my attention beyond the Dannalan. Kira and the rest of the crew watched me with anxious eyes. At least I wouldn’t have to go looking for them when this was over.

“While I do not wish to detain you unnecessarily,” the Dannalan buzzed, “I would appreciate your presence at a special dinner in your honor when we arrive at Iregnum-3 for repairs. I’ve sent word ahead of your heroic endeavors, and my partners have agreed that a significant reward is merited.”

On the one hand, a significant reward from the Dannalans could be a fucking planet the way Kira explained it. On the other hand, my blood ran cold at the idea that word of a skull-faced, armored maniac had already beaten me to our next destination. The Dominion had ears fucking everywhere. If they got wind of this, there’d be a whole army of fucksticks ready to pounce on me the second The Eroka docked.

Kira’s wide eyes told me she’d heard the exchange and felt the same as I did.

“Not good,” she mouthed, and I gave her a subtle nod in agreement.

“Thank you,” I managed to spit out. “I need to get some rest, but I’ll be happy to join you when we arrive. Do you know how long that will be?”

He bowed, just a little, and clasped his hands in front of his chest. Her chest? I couldn’t really tell what sex these creatures were.

“We will arrive in a little over two standard days,” he said. “Sadly, the damage to our vessel will prevent us from travelling at full speed, but Iregnum-3 is fortunately close by.”

“That’s good to hear,” I said, and then got the fuck out of there. It felt weird to be the center of so much non-violent attention, and I didn’t care for it one bit. I made my way through the crowd, nodding to Kira, Myrin, and Syrl to meet me in the hall.

Several of the rich kids tried to shake my hand, and more than a few wealthy women eyefucked me real hard, but they all melted away when I ignored them. I had a very bad feeling that this whole incident was going to be all over the Instagalactic or whatever these wackos used for social media.

I regrouped with my crew in the hall and summoned a transit pod. No one said a word until we were safely on board, at which point Myrin jabbed me in the ribs.

“Wow,” she said with a shit-eating grin. “You sure know how to put on a show.”

“You’re alright?” Syrl asked, her face lined with worry. “I didn’t know your armor had life support.”

“It doesn’t,” I said with a grin of my own. The adrenaline rush of the past few minutes boiled in my blood like a hit of raw ecstasy. I wanted a drink, three-inch thick steak, and to fuck a certain trio until my legs fell off. “But it holds a little air. Enough, I guess.”

Kira blew out a sigh and leaned across the pod to wrap her arms around my neck. She pressed her lips against the side of my neck and I felt a single hot tear roll down her face between us.

“Thank you,” she said, her voice choked. She sat back, wiped the back of her hand under one eye and let out another sigh. “You saved us all. But I’m afraid now we have a significant problem.”

“I know, I screwed the pooch flashing around in my armor,” I said and raked my fingers through my hair. “And the Dannalan didn’t help matters by calling home and telling them all about my superheroics. By the way, you three look fucking awesome.”

Kira smiled, Myrin flicked some imaginary dust from her shoulder with her freshly manicured blood-red nails, and the swirled tattoos on Syrl’s cheeks practically glowed. They were all stunning on their worst days, but the makeover team deserved a goddamned Nobel Prize in ‘Hawt As Fuck.’

“We didn’t have time for the massage,” Myrin said with an exaggerated frown. “But they did make us real purty. What’s our next move?”

“We need an exit plan,” I said. “I don’t know who took a shot at this ship, but someone definitely did. There were scorch marks and blast damage to the hull, not to mention the killbots parked out there to keep the repair crews from doing their jobs.”

“Who would want to attack this ship?” Syrl asked. “Destroying it would anger thousands of powerful families and dozens of even more powerful gigacorporations.”

“They didn’t want to wipe us out,” Myrin said. “They have something else in mind. The damage was bad, but it wasn’t fatal. If they’d wanted to kill us, they would have left a hundred missiles out there in that debris field, not six.”

“No one knew we were aboard,” Kira said. “I mean, not until now. We were travelling under assumed names, and the Dallanans wouldn’t sell us out to the Dominion. Not on purpose, at least.”

I let out another sigh. We could chase our tails all night trying to come up with reasons why someone wanted to cripple The Eroka, but even if we knew exactly what happened and why, it wouldn’t solve our problem.

“Okay, we’re going to be limping toward port for the next couple of days, that gives us some time to think about the situation,” I said. “The Eroka is going to follow standard procedure following a terrorist attack. They won’t open any bay doors, they won’t let anyone leave, and they will almost certainly alert the local authorities to question everyone aboard when we arrive at the spaceport. We’re stuck for the time being.”

“I’ll pull the details on Iregnum-3,” Kira said. “It’ll be difficult this far out from galactic data caches, but I’ll keep trying until I find something.”

“I’ll get Seymour to help you,” I said, a plan forming in the back of my mind. “He has a pretty good connection to your Interwebs. I’m going to have him look for everything he can find about their debarking and quarantine procedures for unexpected arrivals. Just let me know if you need him to find anything else for you.”

“That’s oddly specific,” Myrin said. “You want to fill the rest of us in on your plan?”

“It’s not a plan yet,” I said. “But it’s getting there. Soon as I have something concrete to share, you’ll all be the first to hear about it.”

Now I’m a research assistant? I suggest you don’t send her down here for another twenty minutes or so. I need some time to, ah, finish up.

The transit pod glided to a stop and its door irised open. My black ring pulsed slightly on its left side, letting me know which way I’d have to turn to reach the room once I left the pod. I was going to miss these little amenities when people started shooting at me again.

“On the plus side,” I said with a grin, “I have a lot of pent up tension after that little expedition, so maybe we should spend some quality exercise time in the room.”

“Maybe,” Kira said as she left the pod. Myrin and Syrl followed after her, and both of them shot me dirty winks as they walked away. Maybe blowing my cover to save the rest of the ship would turn out to be worth the hassle after all.

I followed the ladies out, and we ambled down the hallway toward our suite. We weren’t relaxed, not really, but there was something familiar about danger. Something addictive. We were good at fighting, good at doing the dirty work no one else wanted to do, and I’d be lying if I said it didn’t feel damned good to get back to it.

Kira opened the door to our suite, and Myrin and Syrl slipped through the opening in the blink of an eye. She cleared the corners with professional efficiency, then turned back to gesture for the rest of us to enter. It was good to know there were no surprises waiting for us.

“Now, Jay,” Syrl said as she closed the door behind us. “Let’s see what we can do about all this pent up energy you were complaining about.”
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Chapter 3

After we’d worn ourselves out back at the suite, we’d all had a long nap before we started to tackle the problem of just how we’d get our sorry asses off The Eroka. As expected, the ship had gone on lockdown and wouldn’t allow any craft or passengers to disembark until we’d reached the spaceport and the Dallanans were satisfied no one onboard was responsible for the surprise attack on the vessel. That meant the quick and easy fix of leaving aboard Seymour was out of the question unless we wanted to blast our way out and piss off the Dannalans.

That didn’t seem like a great plan unless shit really hit the fan.

While we slept, Seymour downloaded every scrap of data he could find on Rayo Gole, his past and present employers, and the schematics and operational details of Iregnum-3. He’d also found a workaround that would let him beam information to us despite the Dannalans’ security protocols, and we woke up to find a hoard of new intel loaded to Kira’s data slate.

By unanimous decision, we abandoned our suite and headed out to take in what sights we could manage in the days we had left aboard the luxurious starcruiser. We didn’t want to spend the last two days staring at the same four walls even if we would have been naked most of that time.

We poked our heads into a dozen or more restaurants and bars, none of which felt terribly comfortable or conducive to keeping a low profile, and finally ended up in the Smoking Sin, the closest thing we could find to a dive bar.

Thready clouds of multicolored, fruit-scented vapor filled the air inside the bar and wrapped around the mostly nude dancers who gyrated on raised platforms dotted throughout the main room. While the bar’s decor looked rough and tumble, the dancers wouldn’t have looked out of place on the runway of a Victoria’s Secret fashion show. The patrons weren’t hard, either, just a pack of wannabes in search of some cool vids to send home to their friends and rivals.

The faux grimy place was situated near the cargo bay, and it played host to members of The Eroka’s less glamorous crew as well as the slumming rich kids. The hired help, mechanics and engineers from the look of them, minded their own business and kept their heads low over the drinks they nursed. They didn’t glance twice at us as we strolled by, and I appreciated the courtesy.

My crew commandeered a large corner booth at the back of the place, both for privacy and to avoid the worst of the vaporizer exhaust that spewed in moist clouds from the mouths and noses of the other guests. I almost missed the simple, stinking smoke of cigarettes. At least it was honest in its attempts to kill you while this fruit-flavored garbage slowly poisoned you while filling your mouth with the taste of breakfast cereal.

As soon as we sat down, Kira went into briefing mode. During our ride in the transit pod from our room to the dining area of the ship, she’d absorbed most of the data Seymour had sent to her the night before. There are a lot of things I loved about Kira, but high up on the list is her ability to soak up, digest, and explain all the technical bullshit that precedes the part of our jobs where I kill all the bad guys.

“As Jay so wisely predicted, The Eroka went into lockdown immediately after the attack,” Kira said. She pushed a thin, glossy black puck into the center of the table. A hologram of the Eroka’s inner workings appeared above the puck, and a scattered array of red dots appeared within the hologram. “This ship is no fortress, so it’s impossible for them to block all exits, but they’ve done their best. I’ve marked the most useful points of egress. Thank you, Seymour, for the help, but our options are limited. As you can see, none of the exits available for a covert exfiltration are suitable for extracting one of our most valuable assets.”

She’s talking about me. Do you hear that? I’m a most valuable asset. This one named Kira is my favorite of your concubines, Avatar.

“Okay. We stick with The Eroka until it arrives on Iregnum-3,” I said as I ignored Seymour. “If the Dominion’s not there, we still won’t be able to make a run for it until the Dannalans and their security forces are sure we didn’t try to blow up the ship. And while we wait—”

“The Dominion could be on their way, or local operators might discover us and try to collect the bounty on our head,” Kira finished for me. “And we still don’t know who made the initial attack on The Eroka, or why. They could show up at any time to finish the job.”

I reached out and tapped the schematics for the starliner. The vessel vanished and was replaced by a wire-frame illustration of Iregnum-3. I swiped my finger through an icon next to the hologram, and a wall of text appeared across the center of the table. It only took me a few seconds of scrolling up and down through the document to find what I was looking for with the aid of Seymour’s translation capabilities.

“Here,” I said, expanding the relevant procedure description. “We’ll be locked down when we land, but the Dannalans don’t want The Eroka stuck at the spaceport for any longer than necessary. While the security forces clear the passengers, the starliner’s crew will dump the ship’s garbage, flush the wastewater tanks, and reload the provisions and fuel. All stuff they can do without breaching security, which gives them a leg up on their departure time.”

Myrin raised an eyebrow in my direction and rested her chin in her palms.

“How’s any of that going to get us off the ship, hero?” She asked.

I wiggled my eyebrows and bopped her on the nose with my left pointer finger.

“Oh, ye of little faith,” I said. “We’re going out with the trash.”

Syrl nodded at my suggestion, but Kira leaned back in her seat and crossed her arms over her chest. A rueful frown tweaked the corners of her mouth and she gave me a slow shake of her head.

“That gets us off The Eroka, but it won’t get Seymour anywhere,” she said with a sigh. “They won’t release him to the space station crew until after we’ve been cleared by their security forces. Without Seymour—”

“I believe I can help you with your dilemma,” a soft, feminine voice drifted to us through the veil of scented vapor swirling on the bar side of our circular table. The speaker emerged through the thick clouds and bowed her head. She wore a floor-length crimson gown embroidered with elaborate golden filigree in thick bands down each arm and from her throat to the floor. The top of her skull was covered by a broad-brimmed hat, and a veil dangled from its edge to cover the rest of her head and face. She held her arms folded across her abdomen, and each of her hands was placed into the opposite sleeve. She was every bit as hidden from sight as if she’d been a Dannalan, but she lacked their strangely stooped posture and imposing height. Plus, her voice didn’t buzz like a swarm of flies.

Myrin leaned back in the cushioned bench seat next to me and draped one arm across my shoulders.

“And who asked you?” Myrin asked in a cool, level voice.

We waited for the woman to speak again, and after a few uncomfortable seconds she composed herself and continued.

“Rayo Gole served me faithfully for many years,” she said with a trembling voice. “I believe he made contact with you, Mr. Lucas. I hope you will allow me to continue the conversation he began.”

All eyes turned to me as I weighed her request. On the one hand, Rayo had been a decent guy who ended up catching a really bad break while following my orders. That didn’t mean I owed him or his boss a single fucking thing, and it also didn’t mean this lady was who she claimed. For all I knew, she’d blown up the ship and arranged for Rayo to take a hit so she could pin the blame on a patsy. Namely, me.

On the other hand, she seemed far too nervous to be a calculating femme fatale looking to off me, and there was something strangely familiar about her. I couldn’t put my finger on what that was but making her stand outside our booth while I tried to figure it out would just attract attention.

“Make room,” I said to Kira.

The purple-haired princess scooted over to make room for the masked woman on the right end of our curved booth and pinned Syrl up against me. After a few moments of arranging her robes so she could ease into the booth without wrinkling them, our guest settled in and nodded her head toward me in thanks.

“Now,” I said, “let’s hear what you have to say.”

The woman fidgeted for so long I thought she’d forgotten how to speak, but she managed to pull it together and finish her story in a low, subdued voice. It was clear she wasn’t used to speaking to strangers, especially not about such sensitive matters.

“Rayo has been my bodyguard for years now,” she said, each word halting as if she were translating them from her native language to a foreign tongue one at a time. “Ever since I had a falling out with my family, he has watched over me. Together, we travelled through many sectors in search of a haven where I would not be discovered. We finally found such a place…”

She choked on a sob and bowed her head. Her shoulders shook beneath her robes and the veil hiding her face bobbed and weaved as she trembled. Faint blue lights glimmered through the veil’s gauzy fabric and briefly revealed the tear-stained swells of her cheeks.

Kira, always ready to lend a helping hand, reached over to rub the woman’s shoulder. The stranger tensed for a split second, then relaxed and sniffled slightly as she pulled herself together.

“I’m sorry,” she apologized, “but the wound is still fresh. Rayo was not just my employee, he was my dear and only friend. If he hadn’t passed on your names and the agreement to meet with me, I do not know what I would have done.”

“How did he get that information to you?” I asked. The ship limited transmissions outside of its official channels, and I didn’t think Rayo would have trusted what we’d said to any but the most private methods.

“He carried a personal data recorder,” she said, stifling a sob before it could pull her into another crying jag, “and I reclaimed it upon his death. The video, along with his ring, allowed me to find you. I apologize for this intrusion, but I hope my offer will make up for my temerity.”

“I’m all ears,” I said, keeping my voice soft and low. If she really did have something of value to put on the table, I didn’t want to spook her and have her run off with it.

“As I said, Rayo believed he had found a place we could exist in peace,” she said. “He arranged for our travel aboard The Eroka under assumed names and purchased a vessel for us, which he hoped would allow us to escape the notice of my pursuers. It seemed a sure escape from the danger I’ve lived under since I was forced to flee my home by my enemies.”

“All right,” I said, slightly frustrated with her painstaking recounting of her dead bodyguard’s preparations. “But we already have a ship and were discussing the problems with getting it off The Eroka.”

I am not an ‘it.’

“That is where I thought I could help,” she said, quietly. “My vessel is also aboard The Eroka, but it is traveling for delivery. To avoid attracting the attention of my pursuers, Rayo arranged for it to be registered under a falsified identity.”

“Oh,” I said as the lightbulb went off in my head. “Oh, shit, that’s awesome. You’re traveling under an assumed name, and the yacht’s registered to someone else. But you have the ID you’d need to pick it up from the crew of Iregnum-3, right?”

“And because it’s marked for delivery to the station, it’ll be offloaded with the rest of the cargo pending research into how badly The Eroka is damaged,” Kira continued. “Which means if we sneak off, we will have a ship.”

But I’ll still be stuck in here. Perhaps I could convince some young ladies from my oil bath to help me escape. They were very appreciative of my tentacle dexterity. Very.

“That’s not going to help us with the Seymour problem,” I said with a sigh.

“My vessel is a stellar yacht,” the stranger interjected. “It has two launch bays, both of which are large enough to accommodate most small vessels.”

“Fuck, yes,” Myrin said after she’d considered the new information. “This will work. As long as the scanners don’t pick up any organics on the yacht, it’ll breeze right through the security checkpoint. They’re only looking for living things, not extra ships where they don’t belong.”

“We still have to get Seymour from his current bay to the other ship, and load him aboard,” Syrl said. “That won’t be easy to do without attracting attention.”

“It’s not going to be easy to get into the garbage, either,” I said with a grin, “but it won’t be impossible. Just very difficult. We’re all good with very difficult.”

“The garbage?” The outsider asked, with a quiver in her voice. “I am not sure—”

“We don’t have a lot of options,” I said, as gently as I could manage. “But what we do have is a chance. If you come with us, you’ll have to follow my orders to the letter. But if you do what you’re told, and you let us use your ship, I’ll get you out of here and off Iregnum-3 in one piece. I promise you that.”

“We would also need some other consideration for our efforts,” Kira said, gently, while raising an eyebrow in my direction. The Heresy always needed more money. “Our services are very specialized and we will need to have expenses covered. In addition, we will be putting ourselves at great personal risk to ensure your safety.”

“Of course,” the strange woman said. Her words were stronger now, firmer. She was much more comfortable discussing costs and payments than she was her own survival. Typical business drone. “I am prepared to offer you compensation well above the going rate for short-term extraction and bodyguard services.”

Myrin and Syrl glanced at me, then back at Kira. Our scared little bird had suddenly turned into a swooping raptor.

“Of course,” Kira parroted the woman’s back to her. “But surely you understand that these are not the typical circumstances and a significant modification to the standard rates would be in order—”

“Which would be true if you were not in dire need of my vessel in order to carry out this mission,” the woman responded. “Still, I do not wish to seem ungrateful or to haggle over the cost of my survival and escape from this unpleasant set of circumstances in which we all find ourselves. I am prepared to offer you the sum of seven hundred million credits for my safe extraction from The Eroka and another three hundred million credits if we escape Iregnum-3 without attracting attention to our departure.”

“Define attention,” I said. Rich sharks liked to weasel their way out of agreements if shit didn’t work out the way they’d expected. I didn’t want this one to get that chance.

“Provided there is no Dominion entanglement, the bonus is yours,” the woman said. I couldn’t see her eyes, but I could feel them burning into my own. A faint whiff of honeysuckle tickled my nostrils as she spoke directly to me for the first time.

Rayo’s breath had smelled the same way. It could be just a coincidence, but I’d given up on believing in that happy horseshit a long time ago. She was legit.

“Then we’ll do this,” I said, pushing confidence into my voice. “Give me the access codes to your ship, and I’ll take care of getting Seymour stashed inside with no one the wiser. Syrl, you and Myrin get to clear our route to the garbage dump.”

“I’m the babysitter?” Kira asked with a wrinkled nose.

“You’ll be protecting the package,” I said with a nod toward our employer. “Which I’m sure you’ll agree is of the utmost importance.”

Not as important as getting me off this ship in one piece.

“Very well,” the stranger said. She touched the sleeve of her left arm to the table, and a data node slid out onto the scarred tabletop.

The node was a sleek, black polycarbonate cube about the length of my pinky nail. I’d only seen nodes a few times, but I knew they could be used to hold confidential data or financial transactions. They were like bearer bonds in space. Discrete, secure, and as good as cash in the right hands.

Kira scooped up the cube and slipped it into some hidden fold in her dress. She let out a slight sigh and shook her head.

“This is not how this vacation was supposed to go,” she said.

“Amen to that,” I agreed. “I say we have another round to seal the deal, and then we get to work.”

“I don’t drink,” the woman started, but Myrin cut her off.

“You do now,” the fighter said and raised her hand to summon the waitress.

After our ceremonial shots, we parted ways. Kira took the package back to our room for safekeeping, leaving Myrin, Syrl, and I to discuss our next moves.

“You ladies have the easy job,” I said as we walked to the transit tubes. “We need to know where the security cameras guarding the waste disposal area are, and how easy it’s going to be take them out for a few seconds when the time is right. I also want to know if there could be unexpected problems with getting ourselves into that garbage.”

“You got it, boss,” Myrin said with a cocky grin. “Should only take us an hour or two. I’m more curious how you’re going to move Seymour from one bay to another without anyone onboard figuring out what you’re up to.”

“Me, too,” I said with a smirk which faded as the girls’ boarded their pod and disappeared from sight. The truth was, this part of the job was awfully tricky.

I found my way back to the docking bays without using my ring because I didn’t want any more evidence of what I was about to do than necessary. When I’d retraced my steps to the bay, I didn’t go directly to Seymour. Instead, I took the information our new employer had forked over, and went looking for her ship.

She was not kidding about how big the fucking thing was. Judging by the size of the launch door on the starboard side of the vessel, Seymour and three buddies the same size would fit in without any trouble. While the yacht had no weapons that I could see, it was a sleek monster with a warpcore three times the size of Seymour’s and thrust pods so big each one could swallow me whole.

Size isn’t everything, Jay. Don’t be an asshole.

“It is today,” I said. “You’re going to love this ride.”

I looked all around the bay for something I could use. The yacht was parked under a fancy fire-suppression system that took up most of the ceiling, and I had to believe the same contraption was also over Seymour’s head. That might be useful.

The walls were studded with access ports and discreet maintenance panels. Most of those were of no use to me, but as I looked around and Seymour translated the warning signs for me, I found one that would do the trick.

“I hope they really cleaned you up,” I said, “because if you’re filthy, this is never going to work.”

Trust me, Jay, I look amazing. It’s like that movie I found in your memories. I feel pretty. Oh so pretty. I feel pretty and witty and gaaaaayyyyyyyy!

“Don’t judge me,” I laughed as the death dealing AI tried to get his Optimus Prime-sounding robot voice to match Maria from West Side Story. During my time in the Corps, I had plenty of free time between assignments and had watched pretty much every single musical ever put to film.

I left the cargo bay and headed back to the hangar where Seymour was parked. I had to admit, the old fucker really did look amazing. While the crew who’d been cavorting with Seymour the day before might have had a great time, they didn’t shirk on their duties to get him sparkling clean, either. He was as smooth and polished as a brand new pinball, and his gleaming surface shed sparks of radiance from the overhead lights. A faint rainbow sheen rippled across the raised areas of his hull, while the recesses had taken on an inky, mirror-smooth darkness.

“Very nice,” I said with a whistle. “Very nice indeed.”

A quick look around Seymour’s bay showed me the same fire suppressors and maintenance ports as there’d been in the yacht’s bay, but there seemed to be even more around here. Perfect.

I hope you have a plan.

“I actually do,” I said as I walked up the gangplank Seymour had lowered for me. “But first, I need an upgrade.”

I strolled down to the Soulforge and weighed my options. I still had two hundred and forty-three souls banked from killing all the monsters on Koroshi, which would be enough for what I had in mind plus a bit of a head start toward my next upgrade.

Oh, what wonders will you purchase today?

“Just two things,” I said as the Soulforge’s upgrade panels floated into view before me. The glowing black-and-green pillar always seemed eager to see me, and I had to say the feeling was starting to be mutual.

I tapped my way through the upgrade panels until I found what I wanted and selected the glowing menu item.

“First,” I said, “I need to be a little sneakier, so let’s drop a hundred on Cloak, Level Two.”

The world shifted around me as a surge of power flooded into the suit. A crystalline lattice of shifting mirrored surfaces flickered to life across the surface of my body. It wasn’t perfect, but it gave me a full thirty seconds of near-invisibility. I just hoped it would work for the rest of my plan.

It was also very nice to know that this aspect of the armor’s abilities did work even when the armor wasn’t outside my body. Neato.

And for your next selection?

“I need a little buffer for this next stunt,” I explained as I flipped through the upgrade options. “Here we go. Armor, Level Two. The increased protection from elemental damage should keep me from getting flash-fried if this doesn’t work as expected.”

Jay, what are you doing?

“Making a mess,” I said as I headed back to the gangplank. “A big one.”

Ensure you reap as many souls as possible with whatever scheme you have in mind.

When you broke it down, our problem was a simple one. We needed Seymour to be in a different docking bay, but we couldn’t move him without attracting attention. And a simple problem needs a simple solution.

If I couldn’t move Seymour, then someone else would have to do it for me.

I took quick peeks up at the ceiling as I walked around Seymour as if admiring his cleaning up close and personal. They really had gotten into every nook and cranny on his oil bath. He looked brand new.

There were a lot of security cameras in the docks, but they were primarily focused on the areas immediately surrounding Seymour. Before this trip, the Dallanans had relied on obscurity for security. The only danger they saw in the docking bay was the possibility that someone would fuck around with one of their passengers’ vessels. They didn’t expect anyone to vandalize The Eroka.

I took up a position where the cameras wouldn’t have a good look in my direction, donned my armor, and activated my cloak.

The invisibility effect was only good while I stood still, so I had to be very careful to avoid disrupting it. I wasn’t too worried about being spotted, but in this case it paid to be extra cautious. I couldn’t take any chances on the Dominion figuring out what I’d done or why once we landed on Iregnum-3.

I stood facing the wall in front of four access ports, but I only needed two of them. I slowly stretched out one hand and extended just the tips of my claws. I moved with agonizing slowness and hoped it would keep my camouflage in place. After a handful of moments that felt like hours, the tips of my claws reached the access panel and I opened it very gently with the ends of my soul blades. After a few painfully slow seconds, the soul blades bumped into a cluster of thin polymer conduits.

Jay, just so you are aware, you are touching several high voltage lines. Please proceed with caution.

My left hand was closer to the wall, so it took less time for me to extend my reach into the second panel for Part Two of my big hairy plan. The blades rested against a thick, flexible hose tipped with a brass nozzle.

And that is lubricating oil. It is quite flammable, Avatar.

And now it was time for the big finale.

I twisted both hands, rotating the blades into the tubing and conduit by slow degrees. The serrated backs of my weapons chewed into the housings, slowly, slowly cutting through them. I could have sliced through in the blink of an eye, but that would have been easily visible to anyone who investigated the incident. The way I’d planned it, the tears in the lines would look like careless mishandling or premature wearing, not deliberate damage.

And when they reviewed the tapes, they wouldn’t see little old me standing down here fucking around where I shouldn’t have been.

My left hand finished its work first, and a thin spurt of lubricating oil splattered against the inside of the panel and dribbled out onto the floor. It glistened like a black rainbow as it ran down the plastimer flooring toward my foot.

I really hoped the upgraded Armor would save my ass when everything—

A bolt of lightning engulfed my right hand in white-hot electrical current. The juice flowed around my armor and blinded me as it sought the easiest path to the ground.

Which just happened to be through the stream of lubricating oil I’d unleashed.

High voltage contacted flammable fluid in a blinding flash. The explosion threw me away from the wall and I skidded across the floor and landed under Seymour with my teeth chattering and my eyeballs jumping around in their sockets like a pair of loaded dice tumbling down a craps table.

By the time I’d recovered a few seconds later, oil had sprayed all over the floor and walls, and the small fire had become a roiling inferno. My armor was still smoking, but it had done its job. I was alive.

“Pull me up,” I said. It was very important I be aboard Seymour and dressed when the cavalry arrived.

A pair of tentacles lowered from Seymour’s belly, and he sucked me up into the flight deck.

All that hard work gone to waste. Avatar, my fresh cleaning is stained with soot, now.

“Sorry,” I said, and I really was. “It was the only way to pull this off.”

I scrambled through Seymour to my personal quarters and snatched some clothes out of the storage cabinets he’d fashioned against the starboard bulkhead. I shed my armor as the fire suppression system kicked on outside and dressed myself in a big hurry.

The firefighting foam they use is pink, Avatar. My armor will be stained pink, thanks to you.

“We all have to make sacrifices,” I said. “Let me know when someone shows up to see what the fuck is going on.”

Pink. That is not a good color for me. At least the fire is out. Maybe since their ship malfunctioned, you could convince them to do the oil bath again. With the girls. I liked that.

“I don’t think we’ll have time for that,” I said. The alarms outside had died down, and the pitter patter of pink goo against Seymour’s upper hull had stopped.

Showtime.

I stormed back to the gangplank and strode down it with my face set in a mask of righteous indignation. A small maintenance crew composed of mousy-looking aliens complete with twitching whiskers and tails that slapped the floor behind them had entered the docking bay. They carried firefighting gear and had an emergency drone in tow, but they seemed very relieved they didn’t find a roaring conflagration when they arrived.

Their relief was short-lived.

I stomped toward them and started shouting when I was still twenty feet away.

“What in the fuck is going on?” I roared. “First, this rust bucket’s hull gives way. Now there’s a fire in the docking bay?”

The maintenance crew had not expected a raging passenger to be down here. They suddenly looked as if they’d have rather faced a fire.

“S-sir,” the largest of the small mousemen said, raising his hands to placate me. “It looks like there was a systems malfunction. We’ll check for any damage, but I don’t think—”

“Look at my ship!” I roared into his face. He stood no more than four feet tall, and he was so skinny I was afraid I’d knock him over with my breath. “It’s covered in pink goo and soot! I just paid you all to have it cleaned! What are you going to do about that?”

“We’ll be sure to have your ship detailed, but if you’d just—”

“No!” I snarled and jabbed a finger in the direction of our mysterious benefactor’s yacht. “You know what I want you to do? Get my ship out of this dump of a bay and somewhere nicer. I saw some empty slots down there by that yacht. Put it there.”

While I appreciate your flair for the dramatic, I must insist that I am not an ‘it.’

The mousemen looked at one another nervously.

“I don’t think—”

“Or would you rather I get your boss down here and we can figure out what kind of shitty maintenance you all do that would allow a fire to break out in one of the passenger docking bays?” I growled. “Your call.”

The leader of the mousemen took a big gulp and shouldered his firefighting gear. He puffed out his chest and lifted his chin as he spoke.

“Fine,” he said, putting his bravest face on. “We’ll move your ship, but only if you swear you will not tell a soul.”

I narrowed my eyes and pretended to think about it.

“What about the security cameras?” I asked quietly. “Won’t someone see what you did?”

He gestured to one of the other mousemen, who scurried away.

“Sometimes, they have malfunctions down here,” he said with a knowing wink. “A lot of static build-up, you know how it is. I imagine there will be just that kind of interference for the next twenty minutes or so.”

I gave them all a grudging nod as if I hadn’t orchestrated this whole fiasco.

“Fine,” I said. “I’m going to go back aboard my vessel to check on some things.”

Two minutes later, a pair of gentle thuds against Seymour’s hull told me they’d brought an anti-gravity tug to get the job done. We drifted down through the docking bays without a sound.

I do admire your devious streak, Avatar. That was an inspired stunt you pulled.

“Thanks,” I said. “Couldn’t have done it without the armor.”

No, I imagine you could not. So I am glad you got the armor since I like having you around.

“Awwww, I like you too buddy,” I said and then I let out a long sigh when I realized it was true. Seymour had taken me from my home, infused me with powerful armor, and then commanded me to kill for him. Hell, I would have been a slave if not for the Bible in my pocket that protected me from his dominator module.

But somehow, someway, I’d come to like the psychotic AI and my new life.

A short time later, Seymour settled into his new position as the maintenance crew took their tug and hightailed it out of there before some other disaster required their attention.

The mice have gone. Let us put the final piece of your plan in place.

“On it,” I said, and dropped through the hole Seymour opened for me. I hustled over to the yacht and punched the code our employer had given me into the loading bay’s exterior entry. The door swung up and out of the way, and Seymour used his tentacles to pull himself aboard. With any luck, the interference would last until the crew had returned the tug to its rightful place. No one would ever know what happened here.

“Let’s hope things go as smoothly for the girls,” I said, fingers crossed.
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Chapter 4

A day and a half later, The Eroka’s captain warned his passengers that we were about to land on Iregnum-3 via a single broadcast delivered through the vessel’s impressive sound system.

“That’s our cue,” I said. None of us were excited to crawl into the garbage, but we were all more than ready to get off the ship. We’d spent our last precious hours aboard The Eroka eating at fine restaurants, drinking the finest liquor we could find, and doing our best to relax, but the specter of the Dominion had sucked most of the fun out of the vacation. Action, any action, was better than sitting on our hands while we waited for the shit to hit the fan.

We’d packed light, and the little luggage we did have was already loaded onto Seymour, who was safely hidden inside our employer’s staryacht. We would have liked to bring the guns and gear that still sat in Seymour’s belly, but those would have been picked up as hazardous waste by the recycling plant. That meant my trusty bolt hammers and assault rifle, along with Myrin’s sniper gun and Kira’s drones, would be stuck on the ship after we escaped. I predicted my soul blades would be doing a lot of work in the near future.

We left our luxurious suite in a loose group with our employer at its center. I led the way and Myrin took up the rear while Kira kept an eye on our left flank and Syrl watched the right. I didn’t expect any trouble, but far better safe than sorry.

“All right, kids,” I said, “we’re just out for a normal, casual walk around the ship. Relax. Don’t look so tense.”

“Easy for you to say,” Kira said. “You’re not about to have your expensive manicure and hair style ruined by a dunk in the garbage.”

“Could be worse,” I shot back. “They could have a dianoga on board. I hear they love hanging out in trash containers on starships.”

I spent the rest of the walk doing my best to explain Star Wars references and distracting everyone from the unpleasant part of my plan.

Twenty minutes later, Myrin brought our group to a halt.

“Give me a second,” she said and dug a small transponder from a pouch attached to her belt. “I set up a few static pods when I came down here with Syrl. Once I trigger, we’ll have five minutes with the security systems scrambled to get into the garbage containment chamber. I’ll follow you and pick up the pods as we go. With any luck, no one will even notice we were down here.”

“On your mark,” I said.

“Three, two,” Myrin said. “Go!”

There was a faint pop, and the hallway filled with pulsing waves of static electricity. The attack wasn’t enough to kill the cameras outright, which would have been suspicious as hell, but it scrambled the security feed like a late-night Cinemax on a basic cable subscription. It was a simple trick that wouldn’t have worked on a more secure vessel. Something told me The Eroka would get serious surveillance upgrades after this trip.

We hustled down the narrow corridor and reached the entrance to the containment chamber with a solid minute to spare.

“Allow me,” Kira said. She extracted a small black case from her belt and pressed it flat against the lock on the chamber’s door. A series of lights flashed across the case’s surface. Red. Yellow. Green. Yellow. Green. Green.

I grabbed the door’s handle, twisted it, and hauled it open. A powerful stench wafted out of the containment unit, and the stink of rotting scraps from all those fancy meals filled our noses.

“After you, ladies,” I said.

Syrl brushed past me with a smirk and shed her elegant white dress the instant she crossed the threshold. She dumped the gauzy garment on the floor and stretched her arms overhead. The clothes had pissed her off to no end, and she’d put up with the stink to be rid of them.

“Finally, a good place for those rags,” she said, and kicked them across the deck onto a pile of rotting table scraps.

The rest of the ladies followed her in, holding their noses against the powerful odor, and I brought up the rear and closed the door behind us. Darkness engulfed the room for a moment, but Myrin banished it with a pocket lantern.

“Now what?” She asked.

“Get comfortable,” I said and donned my armor. I burrowed into a mound of garbage to demonstrate what I meant. “See? Hide in a pile. Leave your head out until the doors open, then duck down until we reach the recycler.”

“That is so not fair,” Kira said as she tried to find the least gross place to burrow into the garbage. “Your armor will protect you from the worst of it, but the rest of us are going to be soaking in this muck.”

“It’s not so bad,” Syrl said from her hiding place. “And it’s better than letting the Dominion discover us.”

There were more grumbles and groans, but the ladies managed to hide themselves without dying from disgust. Even our employer somehow hid herself without losing her hat. In the semi-darkness, the blue light from beneath her veil seemed to glow even brighter. At first I thought her eyes shed the soft illumination, but if that were the case she had a hell of a lot of them. Before I could puzzle it out, she ducked her head down, and the light vanished.

Something’s happening. It’s not the Dominion, but there’s confusion on the bridge of our vessel. Be prepared.

“It’s almost time,” I said. “Seymour says there’s something strange going on, so be ready.”

“I’ll fight the whole Dominion if it means getting out of this mess,” Kira grumbled.

Dull thuds sounded through The Eroka’s hull as the docking clamps secured it in place. The waste containment unit’s exterior door opened almost immediately, and gears beneath the deck groaned and tilted the entire chamber toward the blinding light that poured into the waste containment unit from the outside. I ducked my head down into the slop and tucked my arms and legs tight against my body. The garbage flowed into a putrid landslide as it left The Eroka, and seconds later all five of us were piled together on an enormous flatbed cargo skiff.

As we glided away from the starliner, angry voices shouted behind us. I couldn’t make out the words from the bottom of the garbage heap, but the speaker did not sound happy.

I wanted to warn the rest of my team of the potential trouble but held my tongue. The last thing I needed was for someone or something to hear a big pile of garbage talking to itself and come investigate. Sure, if we ran into a nosy Dominion trooper I could kill him in the blink of an eye. But that might not be fast enough to silence him before he called for help. Our goal was to get out of there without raising an alarm, not to fight our way to freedom.

The skiff glided to a stop and tilted its bed to one side. The waste slopped off the side of the flatbed and carried us right along with it. I heard a few muffled groans as the garbage settled on top of my team, but everyone held their position until after the skiff rumbled away from the recycler.

I counted ten, then emerged from the disgusting pile. The skiff had deposited us into the center of a metal box of a room that also contained all matter of debris and junk. I spotted the blast damaged hull of a starfighter, the blackened shell of a burnt-out warpcore, and more lumpy hunks of slag and scrap metal stock than I could count.

But I didn’t see any guards or Dominion troopers. Hurray for my awesome, if unpleasantly aromatic, plan.

“We’re clear,” I said and my voice echoed through the recycling chamber. “Get your stinky butts out of the slop.”

Our employer emerged from the garbage first, and I navigated the refuse to help free her from the mound of slop. Her purple robes were ruined, but her hat and veil were miraculously unstained by the filth. She braced herself against me to gain her balance, and I was surprised by how small she seemed, and at just how good she smelled. Her scent, a sugary sweet cotton candy aura that momentarily banished the stink of rotting food and acrid industrial waste, filled my nostrils.

“Thank you,” she said, and stepped back from me. The delicious perfume vanished the instant she removed her hand from my chest, and I missed it immediately.

“Yeah, thanks for the help,” Myrin said with a grin. She’d freed herself from the mound of refuse and had dragged Kira out with her. Myrin’s braided hair had stood up to the garbage, but Kira’s violet locks were smeared down over her face. She looked like a drowned junkyard rat.

Syrl slithered out of the muck as slick as a gleaming serpent with a frown pushing down the corners of her mouth. She flicked wilted lettuce leaves off her arms and wrinkled her nose at the stink.

“You three reek,” I said. “Our first priority is finding showers so you don’t give us away with that god-awful stink.”

“Very funny,” Kira said. “How do we get out of here?”

“There,” I said, and pointed to the window thirty feet above the recycler’s floor. “According to the plans Seymour downloaded, that leads to a maintenance catwalk opposite the landing pads. No one will see us if we go out that way.”

“And how do we get up there?” Our employer asked.

“Time to climb,” I said with a grin.

I gathered the biggest pieces of scrap I could find and arranged them against the wall to form a rough ramp. It felt good to use my full strength to lift half enormous hunks of junk, and it felt even better when I noticed the wide eyes of the ladies focused on my every move. I pushed myself and dead lifted the antigravity motor out of a scrapped cargo loader. I held it there for a long moment, then tossed it onto the top of the pile.

“You’ve been lifting,” Myrin said with a wink. “Next time take me. I love working out with you.”

“We’ll never get anything done if you go with me,” I said. “You’ll be too busy pawing at me.”

“True,” Myrin said. “Um, what’s that?”

I followed her gaze to the ceiling and cursed. The bright red energy flares that emanated from the refining lasers at the top of the recycler told me we’d run out of time. It wouldn’t be long before they’d fully powered up and started slicing everything inside the room into neat one-meter cubes.

And my ramp was still fifteen feet from our exit.

“Okay, ladies,” I said. “The gun show is over. Let’s go.”

I scrambled up the pile, and they followed me. Myrin reached the top first, and I grabbed her around the waist.

“Ready to fly?” I asked.

Myrin nodded, and I tossed her into the air. She let out a little yelp of surprise, then landed right on the opening in the wall and shot me a thumbs up.

“You have to tell me your workout secrets,” she said. “Send the next one up!”

The first laser had finished its charge cycle and swiveled toward the far side of the recycling chamber. Its orange beam ripped through a hunk of scrap hull like a steak knife through a perfectly cooked slab of Kobe ribeye. A second laser crossed the path of the first, dividing the piece of hull into four smoking chunks.

“Let’s not dawdle, ladies,” I said. Large, fountain head nozzles emerged from the ceiling and dribbles of venomous green sprinkled the floor. Where it hit organic material, the green fluid sizzled and popped like bacon on a hot griddle. “Move!”

Syrl and Kira helped the package up the rugged incline, but they wouldn’t be fast enough. I scrambled down my makeshift ramp and grabbed my employer around the waist.

Her sweet smell enveloped me as she squawked in surprise, and I sprinted for the top of the ramp. She weighed less even than Kira, and her body was so slim under my arm I had to check to make sure she hadn’t slipped free.

“Catch her,” I shouted up to Myrin. And then to the package, “I’m going to toss you up to my partner. She’ll make sure you don’t fall. Just relax.”

Before she could protest, I put my hands around the veiled woman’s waspish waist and threw her up to Myrin.

“Do me next!” Kira shouted and flung herself toward me.

“Up you go,” I said and snatched her out of the air.

My toss sent Kira high into the air, and she added an acrobatic flip before landing safely on the ledge. Showoff.

“How are you going to get up there?” Syrl asked.

“Don’t worry about me,” I said as I hooked my hands around her muscular waist. “See ya at the top.”

Syrl had just cleared the danger zone when the third laser sliced through the base of my ramp. The nozzles unleashed the full torrent of corrosive enzymatic cleaner at the same instant, drenching me head to toe. Steam rose from my armor as the grease, sauces, and general slime from the waste containment unit dissolved into a foul-smelling vapor.

“Jay!” Myrin shouted down at me. “Get your ass out of there before you melt.”

I crouched, then leaped as far as my legs would carry me. Turns out I had a solid fifteen-foot standing high jump, thanks to my enhanced strength. I grabbed hold of the edge of the opening and dragged myself up to join the rest of my team.

The enzymatic corrosives drained away as I stood, and my armor was clean as a whistle. It even had a faint sheen, which reminded me of Seymour after his oil bath.

Which you ruined with your little stunt. Thanks for that.

“Look at that,” Myrin said. “The recycler will even hide the trail you left. No one will ever know we were here.”

“Correct,” I said. “I’m brilliant and handsome.”

“Very smart,” Kira said. “You’re starting to think like a commander.”

I snorted at that. I had enough trouble wrangling the three women in my life; I didn’t have the patience to command a unit again.

Jay, beware. Hostiles are dragging the guests off The Eroka. These are not Dominion troops, but I can’t identify them precisely, either. They are insectile, but not in my database, so either they are something very new, or something very old.

“Awesome,” I muttered, but before I could question Seymour further, Myrin piped up.

“Hey,” she said, pointing toward the force screen which stretched over Iregnum-3. “That should be blue, not red.”

“What the fuck is that all about?” I asked. The dome of energy was a startling scarlet color filled with threads of cracking lightning.

“Someone reversed the screen’s polarity,” Kira said with a frown. “Instead of keeping things out, now it will keep them in.”

That wasn’t good.

“Shit,” I cursed. “Okay, someone is playing hardball. Myrin and Kira, keep an eye on the package. Syrl, you’re with me. We need to figure out what’s happening so we can get the fuck out of here.”

“I’m not—” Myrin started, but her sister cut her off.

“We’ll hunker down there,” Kira said and pointed to a small utility building a few yards from the base of the recycler. “Keep us in the loop, Jay.”

“You got it,” I said and headed down the metal staircase from the catwalk to ground level. I couldn’t see The Eroka from where we were, which meant whoever was investigating the starcruiser couldn’t see us, either. I needed to find a location where I could watch what’s happening without being spotted.

“It’s too quiet,” Syrl said. “Shouldn’t there be more activity?”

The huntress was right. It would take all the spaceport’s available hands to deal with a vessel the size of The Eroka, but I didn’t hear or see anyone hurrying to action. In fact, I didn’t hear any traffic, and I didn’t see anyone in the windows of the surrounding buildings.

“You picking up any local chatter, Seymour?” I asked. We’d reached the bottom of the narrow staircase, and I paused to decide which way to go.

I detect no standard transmissions. Flight control and emergency channels are dead as well. The hostiles haven’t moved me yet, and they’ve cut off The Eroka’s internal communication channels. I’ve also made no headway in intercepting the attackers’ frequencies or determining just what kind of animals these are. I suggest you commence with the killing.

“Fuck,” I snarled. The buildings ahead of us were low and wide, their roofs steeply sloped and draped with nests of cables that sparked and spat. These buildings were too short to provide us with a decent vantage point, and while I could probably survive exposure to the high voltage lines, Syrl would be crispy fried.

To my left, blocks of industrial buildings marched toward the port edge of the spaceport. They weren’t tall, and the thoroughfares between them were wide open and didn’t offer any cover to a couple of sneaky Heresy ass-kickers. That direction was a no-go.

I peeked around the corner of the recycler to the right and let out a sigh of relief. The buildings over that way looked like apartment towers. They were taller than anything else I’d seen, and they were packed close together, which would help hide us as we snaked through them. Those structures also had external fire escapes which would make it easier for us to gain the all-important high ground for our reconnaissance.

“This way,” I said to Syrl, and sprinted toward the first building.

We were halfway across the street when a single gunshot rang out.

I tucked my head and wove a serpentine pattern as I raced across the open road. I expected to catch a bullet at any moment, but we reached the safety of the apartment building without another shot fired.

“What was that all about?” Syrl asked as she tucked in against the wall next to me.

“Not us,” I said. “I think the shooter was closer to the landing pads.”

I motioned for Syrl to follow me deeper into the narrow gap between the apartment stacks and crept through the shadows in search of a fire escape we could use to reach the top of the building quickly and easily. It only took us a few minutes to find what we were looking for, but we also found something we hadn’t anticipated.

The courtyard we’d stumbled upon was a nice, green space on an otherwise sterile hunk of rock and steel in the middle of space. It was easy to imagine Iregnum-3’s residents relaxing in the little park between their work shifts.

But the courtyard didn’t host any residents enjoying a break. It was filled with corpses. Blood stains had seeped across the nurtured grass like someone had dumped out fifty gallons of red paint. Broken corpses lay against the red-stained walls in lifeless mounds.

“That explains the missing people,” I said.

“Why would they do this?” Syrl asked, anger plain in her voice. “It would have been simpler to lockdown the residential buildings, or cordon off this section of the station.”

“Bad guys don’t always need a reason to do nasty shit,” I said.

“They are evil,” Syrl said.

“And that’s why we’re gonna kill ‘em all,” I said as I headed to the fire escape. “Let’s get up higher. Maybe we can see what we’re up against.”

I jumped up and grabbed the ladder that dangled from the bottom of the fire escape above us. My weight dragged the heavy contraption down to ground level, and in the eerie quiet of the station the sound of the metal rungs ratcheting through the stabilizer brackets was much louder than I’d hoped.

We both froze and waited to see if another shot would ring out, but either no one heard the racket I’d made, or they were too busy to investigate every sound they heard.

“Up you go,” I said to Syrl, and she nodded.

I followed Syrl as she clambered up the ladder, and not just for the view. If a shooter appeared below us, he’d have to punch through my newly enhanced armor to get at her. Fat chance of that happening before I dropped down and put a soul blade through his face.

But our luck held, and no one came to investigate.

At the top of the fire escape, I formed a stirrup by interlacing my fingers and nodded to Syrl.

“Up on the rooftop,” I said. “Let’s see what we’re up against.

She nodded and placed her foot in my hand. I tossed her up with ease, then followed her with a quick leap. I wondered how many more Strength upgrades it would take before I was jumping around like the Hulk.

Less than you’d think. Focus on those upgrades, Avatar, and we’ll soon be unstoppable.

Syrl grabbed my wrist the second I landed on the roof. She pulled me into cover behind an air conditioning unit and held a finger to her lips.

“Six,” she whispered and nodded her head toward the far side of the roof. “Armed, facing away.”

I nodded and peeked around the corner to get a look at the bad guys. There were, indeed, six of them, and they were all tall and ugly. They had barrel-shaped torsos plated with thick, chitinous bands of russet brown armor. They each had four, stick-like arms sprouting from their torsos, along with a pair of spindly legs. Though they all looked very much alike, they’d individualized themselves by adding scraps of scavenged armor to their carapaces. Their heads were flat and squat, mashed into a protective collar that grew around their necks.

Each of the ugly fucks carried a long, skinny rifle. The weapons had glossy black frames encrusted with worked silver fittings, and wicked bayonets jutted out from beneath their long barrels.

“Fucking roaches,” I grumbled. “Big ones. These look like the assholes dragging people off The Eroka, Seymour?”

I’ve never been a huge fan of bugs, and the only insect people I’d run into on this side of the galaxy had tried to kill me right out of the gate. I wasn’t inclined to give these fuckers the benefit of the doubt.

They are the same. I suggest extermination.

“These dicks belong to the same group that took The Eroka. We need to take them down, and we need to do it fast,” I whispered to Syrl. “If they get a chance to call for help, we’ll be neck deep in the shit.”

“I’ll take two,” she said with a toothy grin, “you get the other four?”

“Sounds fair,” I said. “Poke your pretty little head out there and get their attention.”

She nodded, then stood and shifted her bone armor away from her breasts and groin to create a pair of ivory wings that sprouted from her shoulders. Syrl certainly knew how to get attention when she wanted to.

“Help,” she called as she limped out from behind the air conditioning unit. “Please, help. I’m injured.”

She feigned an injury as the roach men turned to face her. They carried their rifles at the ready, but didn’t come closer.

“Please,” Syrl gasped and sank to her knees. Her bony wings folded around her and their tips brushed the roof with a sound like fingernails skittering across a tabletop.

The bug boys glanced at one another, then headed in Syrl’s direction. She shuddered as they approached and kept her head down. She played a very convincing wounded bird.

The first bug to reach her lowered his rifle and prodded her left wing with its muzzle. The metal barrel clattered against the bone, but Syrl still didn’t move.

“My brother,” she gasped and pointed back toward the air conditioning unit. “He needs help.”

“On your feet,” the bug man nearest to Syrl rasped. He gestured, and two of the roach boys headed in my direction.

Not exactly the split Syrl and I had agreed on, but we’d have to improvise.

I triggered my cloak ability and pressed my back against the side of the air conditioner. Flickering static rolled over my body, and I blended into the background like the world’s deadliest chameleon.

“Get up!” A bug boy barked, and Syrl whimpered.

“I’m hurt,” she said. “I can’t. Please, help.”

One of the roaches reached the air conditioner and poked his head around to look for Syrl’s wounded brother. When he saw nothing but empty air, he clacked his jaws in agitation and turned away to return to his companions.

Before he could open his mouth, I grabbed his head and ripped him off his feet. The big bug was almost eight feet tall, but he was lighter than he looked. I slammed his carapace down onto the rooftop behind the air conditioner and drove my soul blades between his mandibles in the same smooth motion. Bilious green ichor oozed out of the wounds I’d opened in the back of the creature’s head and sprayed into the air as I tore my soul blades free.

The dead roach’s body was still twitching as I charged out of cover and slammed my blades into the chest of the roach who’d accompanied him to investigate. His mandibles opened wide, and a torrent of slime gushed out of his segmented mouth as my entire arm blew through his chest and out his back. Chitin crackled as I flung the dead bug’s body off the building and headed toward the four assholes surrounding Syrl.

“Now!” I shouted. My cloak shredded into a fuzz of digital noise as I rushed to the attack.

Confused, the roaches raised their weapons away from Syrl, who took advantage of their surprise.

She rose and spun in a fluid motion, and her bony wings sliced at the two bugs nearest her. The serrated tips of the faux feathers sliced through one of the roach’s arms and tore the mandibles off another. They hissed in panic and fell back with their remaining limbs clutched to their wounds.

The other pair of bugs spread apart to get away from any follow-up attacks from Syrl and to open clear lanes of fire in my direction. They raised their rifles and took aim at me as I lunged toward them.

“Left!” I shouted at Syrl, hoping she was as fast as I needed her to be.

The bug boy on the right had his gun aimed straight at me, but never had a chance to squeeze the trigger. I covered the distance between us before he recovered from the shock of my appearance, and I tore his body apart with two slashes of my soul blades and a brutal upward thrust with my knee blade. His carapace cracked open and the sloppy mess of his internal organs sloshed out onto the roof in a stinking heap.

Syrl, meanwhile, swept her leg out to catch the other roach across the knees. His spindly legs shattered, and he went down with a strangled screech. Syrl finished her spin and flipped forward to land with one foot on either side of the downed roach’s flat head. Bony spurs jutted from her fists as she slammed both hands into his face, smashing it apart in a spray of snot-green goo.

The roach with a severed arm held his rifle with the surviving pair of functional limbs and had a dead aim on Syrl’s head. She was fast, but she wasn’t fast enough to dodge a shot.

Fortunately for her, I was plenty fast enough to stop a bullet.

I scooped the bug boy I’d killed off the roof by an arm and a leg and hurled him at the gunner like the world’s ugliest discus. The roach’s corpse spun through the air and slammed into the shooter with a gory crash. The impact knocked the weapon out of the shooter’s hand and rocked him back on his heels. He thrust one leg back to catch his balance, but instead tripped over a length of the conduit that snaked across the rooftop.

Syrl leaped up from her fallen foe and pounced on the roach I’d downed to finish him off. A flurry of punches shattered his exoskeleton and sent spurts of frothy fluids into the air around the huntress.

That left the roach with the broken face. When he saw me coming for him he dropped his rifle and crawled toward the edge of the roof.

“You’re too late,” he hissed. “Kill us if you must, but the Goddess will be ours. You cannot stop our destiny.”

“What the fuck are you babbling about?” I asked as I kicked his rifle far out of his reach. The weapon skidded across the rooftop and came to rest against a ventilation fan.

“The Goddess is on that ship,” he said, and specks of greenish froth splashed from the shattered ruin of his segmented maw. “Our plans have reached their end. She will be reclaimed. And then this pathetic galaxy will feel the wrath of the Chotlis.”

Intriguing. My records indicate the Chotlis were eradicated not long after the rise of the Dominion.

“I don’t know about any goddess, pal, but you fucked with the wrong ship,” I growled and hauled him onto his feet. “You interrupted my vacation and killed a pretty decent guy. I’m going to give you a chance to atone for your sins, fucko. How many ships do you have and where are they?”

His flat wedge of a head flicked from one side to the next and slobber drooled from his mouth.

“I’ll tell you nothing,” he said.

“Wrong,” I responded and grabbed his remaining mandible with an armored fist. I twisted the serrated crescent until his little buggy feet were up on tiptoes and a low keening emerged from his drooling mouth. “Answer me, or I’ll rip your jaw off and beat you with it.”

“No,” he groaned. “You are nothing. The hive will destroy you. We will—”

I’ll give the overgrown insect some credit. He played it cool long enough to draw a knife from the folds of his armor and take a stab at gutting me. Too bad for him, he was far too fucking slow.

I caught his thrust with my free hand and used the momentum of the attack to twist the bug boy’s arm around in a tight circle aimed at the center of his chest. The long knife punched through the center of the roach’s chest, and the lights flashed out of his faceted eyes. His body went limp, and he sagged against me, dead as a fucking doornail.

While your combat tactics are most impressive, Jay, I would suggest you stick with the soul blades in the future. Your clever maneuver cost you two precious souls. Efficiency is of the utmost importance.

“Goddamn fucking fanatics,” I growled and kicked the corpse. “I’ll try to remember to be more efficient when the bad guys are trying to snuff me.”

I kneeled to search the dead bug for anything useful and toggled my earbud to broadcast to the rest of my group.

“Any of you know anything about the Chotlis?” I asked. The bug used its carapace for storage as well as armor, but when I lifted the segments all I found were ammo cartridges for his rifle and some sticky-sweet clumps of what looked like they might have been his lunch. I tugged the knife out of his chest and admired its sleek, almost organic curves and the strength of the metal. It was a fine pig sticker, but I had better blades attached to my armor.

“The last of the Chotlis were exterminated at the Battle of Far Kilong,” Kira said. “They tried to use a doomsday weapon against the Dominion, but their hivefleet was incinerated by a battery of fusion missiles before they could trigger it. They’ve been gone for at least forty years.”

“Huh, lucky me,” I said. “One of the six fuckers that Syrl and I just offed claimed to be one of them.”

“Any of them left to question?” Myrin asked.

“Afraid not,” I said. “They’re real dead now, though. But if you want to see some more specimens up close, these guys sounded like they brought some friends to the party.”

“That’s not good,” Kira said. “Even at the height of their culture, they were savages. They raided space lanes for slaves and turned to terrorism when the Dominion rose to power and threatened their barbaric lifestyle.”

“They sound like a real delight,” I said. “I’m going quiet for the moment, but we’ll let you know if we find any other extinct species spoiling for a fight.”

Syrl had gathered up the six ornate rifles and stacked them in the center of the roof. While she admired the weapons, I went to the edge of the building nearest the landing pad and had a little look-see.

From my new vantage, I had no trouble getting a good look at the landing pads. The Eroka occupied every inch of space on that end of the station and its propulsion pods and aft control fins dangled off the edge of Iregnum-3. The ship had its gangplanks down, and it looked like everyone had disembarked into a cluster. It was hard to tell from this distance, but it looked like they were all on their knees.

What I didn’t have any trouble seeing were the armed bugfuckers standing around them, with rifles pointed into the crowd. One passenger lay dead between the goons and the passengers, which explained the gunshot we’d heard earlier.

“Shit,” I said. “This is a fucking mess.”

I couldn’t hear what the goons were saying down there, but I didn’t need to. The way they’d corralled the passengers and crew on the landing pad beside The Eroka told me all I needed to know. The bad guys had hostages, and they’d shoot one after another until someone gave up their Goddess. I didn’t know why she wouldn’t just show herself, but maybe she didn’t want to spend the rest of her life with her asshole relatives.

“The Chotlis should have stayed in their holes,” I growled. “Someone should have wiped these pricks out when they had the chance. I guess we’ll have to finish the job.”

This reminds me of our first combat test. Good times, Jay. We will grow strong on the souls of these bugs. They will weep bitter tears as you put your many violent gifts to work exterminating them for what they have done.

“How?” Syrl asked. There was no doubt in her question, just an honest curiosity about how we were going to kill an enemy force that had killed a whole space station.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “I have a plan.”
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Chapter 5

I rapped on the utility shed’s door three times, then twice more. We’d made it back to the rendezvous point without running into any more of the Chotlis, but we’d heard another gunshot during the trip back. The bugs weren’t wasting any time killing off the hostages.

“Who is it?” Kira asked in a syrupy sweet voice.

“It’s the Big Bad Dominion Wolf come to huff, and puff, and blow your skirts off,” I said. “Now open the door before I have to get rough.”

The door opened a crack to reveal one of Kira’s violet eyes.

“Oh, even better,” she said and let us into the building. “It’s my favorite exercise partner. How’d it go out there?”

Syrl and I entered the small building and unshouldered the weapons we’d liberated from the Chotlis. Syrl handed one each to Myrin and Kira, and I offered one of the rifles to our employer.

“It is best if I do not engage in violence,” she said in a voice thick with worry. “It never ends well.”

That was an intriguing tidbit to drop on us, but I didn’t have time to pursue our employer’s mysterious past. She was paying the bills, and we provided the muscle. If she didn’t want a gun, she didn’t get a gun. I’d figure out her deal after we’d collected our fat paycheck.

“This is really nice,” Myrin said. She hefted the rifle, raised it to her shoulder, and then twirled it around her hand like the world’s deadliest cheerleader baton. “Not as effective as a run-of-the-mill assault rifle, but the weight balancing is excellent, and the craftsmanship is really outstanding.”

“Awesome,” I said. “As long as it puts holes in things, I don’t care how pretty it is. And I think we’re going to have to put a lot of holes in things before this party is over.”

“How bad is it?” Kira asked.

“Pretty fucked up,” I replied. “These Chotlis not only managed to find out where The Eroka was headed and put a booby trap in its way, they also killed everyone aboard Iregnum-3, and they have the whole crew and every passenger from our ship held hostage on the landing deck.”

Not every passenger. I’m still free, if stuck in the landing bay of this overgrown passenger freighter.

“But,” Syrl said with a toothy smile. “Jay has a plan to kill all of these monsters for what they’ve done.”

Myrin looked up from where she’d dropped into a cross-legged position on the floor. She had her weapon disassembled with all the parts laid out in front of her, and she’d unloaded the magazine and arranged the bullets in a single line next to the weapon’s pieces.

“Let’s hear this plan,” Myrin said. “I’m curious how you intend to take out a bunch of bug people without losing any hostages in the process.”

I took a deep breath and sketched the outline of Iregnum-3 in the fine layer of dust covering the floor of the utility building.

“This spaceport is split into three sectors,” I said, sketching a circle and then slashing two lines across its face. “This third one down here, I guess we’ll call it the aft side, is where the landing pads are. It’s also where the bugfuckers are holding The Eroka hostage. We weren’t able to get a full headcount of all the bad guys on that end of the station, but there are at least fifty hostiles on or around the pads.”

That is an accurate assessment based on the information available to us. You’re getting very good at this sort of thing.

“The middle sector is where we are,” I said. “It’s mostly made up of industrial and residential buildings. Up here, in the fore section, we have the warehouses and the cargo docks.”

I drew a second, much smaller circle in the center of the middle sector.

“This is the control tower,” I said. “It’s the brains of the whole operation. If we take it, we’ve got a stranglehold on the security systems, the environmental controls, comms, everything.”

“I don’t know,” Myrin said, doubt plain on her face. “Maybe we’d be better off if Seymour shot his way out of The Eroka and we saved our own hides.”

“No,” I said, my voice flat and final. “I’m not abandoning this station and all the passengers to those terrorists. Not to mention the fact that some of the galaxy’s richest and most powerful people are currently being held hostage by fanatical bug people everyone hates. Rescuing them will do us a hell of a lot more good than just running out of here with our tails between our legs.”

“And all those VIPs onboard will be so grateful they were saved from the very bad terrorist people,” Kira said as the wheels in her head spun around. “The Heresy will have more allies than we’ll know what to do with when they find out who saved their scrawny asses.”

“Bingo,” I said. “With all those new backers, the Heresy might finally get the resources to make some serious moves against the Dominion, and we’ll have enough clout with the big dogs to cover our asses in the systems the Dominion doesn’t control outright. This could be the tipping point in our fight.”

“All right, you sold me.” Myrin said with a deadly gleam in her eyes. “Let’s get this bug hunt on the road.”

Our employer had said nothing as we laid out our plan of attack, but there was something unnerving about her silence, so I leaned in close to Myrin as we left the utility building.

“Keep an eye on her,” I said. “If you see something, tell me.”

“Already on it,” she whispered back, and then she fell to the rear of the group. I led them through the residential sector, sticking to the shadows and doing my best to keep them well away from the mass murder sites. My team was hard as nails, but they didn’t need to see the slaughter.

Another shot echoed through the station, but I knew it was no danger to us.

“They killed a hostage,” Syrl growled, and her weapon’s body creaked as her fists clenched around it.

“Easy,” I said as we threaded our way through the last group of apartment blocks before we reached the tower. “We can’t save everyone, but we won’t save anyone if we get in a hurry and fuck up. One step at a time.”

Syrl growled in response, and Myrin put a calming hand on her shoulder. We stalked through the unsettling silence until we saw the control tower rising up high before us.

It stood a little over a hundred yards tall, and about twenty feet in diameter. The slightly lower gravity of the station kept the spindly thing from falling over under the weight of the massive, disk-shaped control center perched on top of the tower, but the engineers had wisely chosen to secure it further with thick support cables that ran from the edge of the control center to thick anchor posts jutting out from the tops of the surrounding apartment blocks.

From our vantage point, I spotted a single doorway at the bottom of the tower. There were no windows on the structure, just solid, featureless walls. There wasn’t even a handy fire escape to make this a little easier.

There were, however, six Chotlis guards stationed in front of the tower’s door. The fucking roaches hadn’t spotted us yet, but we couldn’t skulk in the shadows forever.

“Really wish I had my drones,” Kira grumbled.

“And my sniper rifle,” Myrin added.

“Time to improvise,” I said. “We don’t have time to be sneaky on this one. We’re going in hard and fast. Kira, you get the one farthest on the right, Syrl you take his buddy right next to him. Myrin, you take down the one on the left, and put a bullet in the asshole next to him if you feel like making my life a little easier.”

“And what are you—” Myrin asked, but I was already running across the street as fast as my super-enhanced legs would carry me.

I was halfway to the bug boys when a trio of synchronized shots punched through the air around me, and three of the guards went down with ugly holes in their chests and nastier craters in the backs of their carapaces. The wall behind where they’d stood was splattered with starbursts of thick, gooey yellow slime.

The remaining roach boys had just recovered from the surprise of losing half their number when I leaped into their midst. My knee blade slashed across the exposed abdomen of the last bug man on the right side of the door, and his guts sloshed out of him and oozed around his feet.

The two guards to the left of the door took that as their cue to shoot me, but I was already so close that they couldn’t bring their long rifles up to bear. One of them had the presence of mind to shift his grip and thrust his bayonet at my midsection, but he wasn’t nearly fast enough to get the job done.

My soul blades sliced the blade off the end of his barrel as I slammed the elbow of my other arm into the side of his friend’s wedge-shaped skull so hard one of his faceted eyes burst into a sparkling green mess.

The wounded bug fucker clutched one pair of chitinous hands to his ruined eye and used his other pair to slash blindly at me with his bayonet.

I caught the attack in one hand, redirected it, and added a little extra shove of my own. The gleaming blade speared the other Chotlis through his mandibles and burst out the back of his head along with a burst of chitinous shards.

“Shit, man,” I said as I wrenched the weapon out of the wounded bug man’s hands. “Be careful where you point that thing, you just stabbed the fuck out of your buddy.”

The creature’s mandibles spread wide as it prepared to scream or wail in anguish. Before it could utter a sound, I drove my soul blades through its face and into the wall behind its head. My weapons dug a full inch into the heavy polymer and tore out a foot-wide gash when I ripped them free.

“Let’s haul ass,” I said, loud enough for the communications earbud to pick up my words, but hopefully not so loud that I’d attract any more unwanted attention.

The front door was unlocked, which was a relief. That meant the Chotlis were either stupidly overconfident, or that they still had no idea they had a wild card who wanted to fuck up their plans running loose on the station. I’d take it either way, but hoped it was the latter. The longer we went without the bugs knowing we existed, the better off we’d be.

The ladies followed me into the tower, and Myrin closed the door behind us. The interior of the control tower was pitch black, and not even a stray beam of light squeezed under the door.

“Light,” I whispered, and a steady blue glow illuminated Myrin’s face.

“On it,” she whispered and attached the utility lantern to a mount on her shoulder. “Up?”

The reception area, which took up the half of the ground floor next to the door, was empty. The bank of elevators across from the entrance was unguarded, good for us, but all the surrounding lights were dead, which was not so great for us. There were no stairs to reach the control center at the top of the tower, so I headed for the elevators.

“That’s the plan,” I said as I pried open the first of the three sets of elevator doors. The metal panels slid back into the wall and the empty elevator awaited us. “Everybody on board. We’ll figure out how to get it running once I’ve got the doors closed.”

The elevator wasn’t tiny, but it sure as hell wasn’t very big either. The five of us fit well enough, but one more person would have triggered a claustrophobia warning. In the tight space I couldn’t help but notice our employer’s sweet aroma and found my mind wandering to some very interesting places. I hadn’t even seen her face, but there was something about this woman that pulled me toward her.

Kira crouched before the elevator’s control panel and motioned for her sister to bring the light in closer.

“Not sure if this will work,” Kira said as she pulled the same black case she’d used to pop the door on the waste containment unit out of a secret pocket near her hip.

She placed the flat box flush with the bottom of the control panel and fiddled around with it for a few seconds. A single red light sputtered to life on the box’s face, but the elevator didn’t respond to its advances.

“Nothing,” Kira snorted. “I think that they’ve cut the power to the elevator.”

“I’ll do it the hard way,” I grumbled, and jumped toward the access hatch in the elevator’s ceiling. I shoved it aside with one hand, and my leap carried me up onto the roof of the elevator. “Don’t run off anywhere.”

The elevator shaft was round, not square, and the darkness was a very localized phenomenon. The bug boys had cut the power to the bottom floor, which killed the elevators, but the lights above me told me the power was still running just fine on floors two through twenty. Those safety lights lit up the thick, black rings that encircled the shaft at the top of each floor.

“Just like the magchute,” I muttered to myself.

I was about to remind you of that. I am intrigued to watch you solve this puzzle without getting yourself killed.

“Not much of a puzzle, either,” I grunted.

There were no ropes or cables supporting the elevator car. Instead, it had thick rollers with a wide central groove at each corner of its roof. Those grooves allowed a thin tube of metal to hold the car stable while the rings did all the heavy lifting.

I kneeled down and stuck my hand through the access hatch.

“Okay, kids,” I said. “Upsy daisy.”

Syrl lifted our employer up, and I took the woman’s dainty hand in mine. I stood, and she came out of the car as light as a feather. The surrounding air filled with a thick, sweet aroma that was both comforting and exciting. There was something about this woman…

“Me, me!” Kira said, jumping up to get my attention. She’d been working out and ran combat drills regularly to keep herself in shape and ready for action. Each of her jumps lifted her hands above the elevator car. All I had to do was wait, and—

I snatched Kira’s wrists in my hands and tossed her up into the air. She sailed upwards until her navel was even with the top of my head and let out a delighted squeal.

She caught herself on my shoulders and hooked her legs around my hips.

“Do it again,” she whispered and ground herself against my armor.

“Later,” I chuckled, and she slipped off me and onto the roof of the elevator.

Myrin and Syrl were the last to join us, and Syrl didn’t even need my help. She slapped imaginary dust from her hands and shot me a hungry grin as she landed next to me.

“No cables,” she said with a frown. “We’re not climbing?”

“Nope,” I said, and dropped back down into the elevator car. “We don’t have to. Crouch down up there, I don’t want anyone to fall off.”

I slammed my claws through the car’s wall, a foot below the ceiling. Then I dragged the blades around the circumference of the room until my weapons found the hole where we’d started. The whole process made a horrible racket, like someone had thrown a roll of tin foil into the garbage disposal along with the silverware drawer, but there was nothing to be done about that. If the bad guys heard us coming, there’d just be more souls for me to harvest.

Now that’s the proper outlook, Jay. See how much happier you are when you’re getting your slaughter on? Mayhem and murder suits you.

The upper portion of the elevator car shuddered and slipped down a few inches, but the stabilizing rods at the corners kept the roof from tipping.

“You’ve ruined a perfectly good elevator,” Kira called down to me. I thought about shushing her, but there was no point. If the bug men hadn’t heard the gunshots outside their door or my blades working like the galaxy’s biggest can opener, they certainly were not going to hear our conversation.

“You ain’t seen nothing yet.” I said and turned to the corner to the left of the closed doors.

I jumped up and wedged my heels against the walls and my back against the roof. The elevator shifted as I adjusted my weight, but I had enough strength in my legs to keep myself from sliding down the wall and my upper body had all the power I needed.

Inch by inch, I straightened my back and lifted the roof. The stabilizer rods kept the roof from tipping, but they added a lot of friction to the process. It was a giant pain in the ass, but soon I had the roof raised overhead. A final jump shoved it up even higher and my heels slammed down onto the jagged top edge of the elevator car’s truncated walls.

“Way to go, strong man,” Myrin called down to me. “Are you going to carry us on your back the whole way to the top?”

“Feels like it,” I said with a fake groan. The truth was I was strong enough that I could have carried them if I had to.

But, I did not have to.

I lowered myself into a crouch, careful to keep the roof as level as possible above me. I curled my fingers around the edge of the roof and made sure I had a solid grip. Then I leaped up for all I was worth.

The elevator’s roof shot upward until it was level with the black ring surrounding the elevator shaft. As the stabilizers passed the bottom of the ring, a green light burst to life within the shaft.

And then the roof really took off.

Triggered by some mechanism inside the elevator’s stabilizers, the magnetic rings grabbed hold of them and shot us toward the top of the tower. I scrambled up onto the rising roof and cracked my knuckles.

“Very impressive,” Kira said, stroking her chin with the fingers of her left hand. “Any idea how we’re going to stop this thing?”

“Nope,” I said.

Whoever had killed the power to the bottom floor had stopped the elevator from going up, but it hadn’t shut off the rest of the magnetic rings. I figured that they were triggered by the stabilizers coming up through the bottom, or down through the top. The rings didn’t care where the elevator was going, they just kept it moving in the same direction as when it had entered their orbit.

With any luck, there would be a safety shut off at the top ring, but if not…

“Ten floors down, ten to go,” Myrin said. She held her rifle at the ready and had wisely taken up a position on the side of the elevator’s roof opposite the doors we passed. “You think they’ve got any hostages up here, or are we headed into a free-fire zone?”

I thought about the mounds of bodies stacked up in the courtyards between the apartment buildings and shook my head.

“No hostages,” I said. “The second I’ve got these doors open, go in hard and fast. They have to know we’re coming by now, which means they’re waiting. Let’s give ‘em a party.”

The elevator’s roof glided to a stop at the top of the elevator shaft, and I yanked the doors open wide.

The roach boys on the other side were not ready for what hit them.

I lunged forward and speared the first one through the chest. The impact impaled him on my soul blades and slammed him into the bugs behind him. The next rank of roaches fired at me, but only managed to hit their dead friend as I slammed his body through them.

As the terrorists spun to face me, they exposed their backs to the elevator shaft.

Bad move.

Kira, Syrl, and Myrin all fired their rifles into the survivors. The heavy rounds ripped through the bad guy’s shells like baseballs tossed through a window. Four of the six roaches guarding the elevator had died before they had a chance to fire even a single shot.

The fifth and sixth went down with their chests torn open as I spun around and slashed out with both fists.

“Nice work,” I said, as the rest of my team walked out of the elevator shaft as nonchalantly as if they were out sightseeing.

The control center was almost a hundred feet across, but most of it was empty. The walls were covered with floor-to-ceiling monitors, which gave the staff views of the entire space station. On a normal day, the dozens of desks and stations would have been filled with technicians and operators, but today the center was occupied only by a small crew of bugs.

And a third of them were already dead.

As I rounded the elevator bank to find my next targets, the surviving bugs opened fire.

I ducked down low and slid beneath the hail of bullets thanks to my enhanced reflexes. I rolled across the floor before the assholes could reload, and took cover behind a low, curved wall that encircled the elevator shaft.

“Two more groups of six,” I said. “One at two o’clock, and one at ten o’clock.”

“Jay,” Myrin said. “You know that doesn’t translate.”

“Go left,” I growled, and threw myself over the wall to the right.

I fired off a snapshot as I moved, and the rifle’s recoil surprised me. For such a slender, elegant weapon, it packed one hell of a punch.

The shot took one of the six in the group closest to me off his feet, and I slid into cover behind a desk as the other five returned fire. The bullets slammed into the metal above me like a drum solo played with hammers. The desk shook, and chunks of it spit up into the air as the bullets ripped into the desk again and again.

Frantic gunfire answered from the far side of the control center as my team traded shots with the bug men. High-pitched, agonized screeches told me who was winning that fight, but I didn’t have time to applaud.

I shrugged my rifle’s strap over my left shoulder, then shoved my hands up under the desk to tip it over. Its front slammed into the floor, and I pushed it ahead of me as I stayed low enough for the metal top to shield me from incoming fire.

My improvised battering ram shoved other desks aside and blasted through a row of chairs the technicians had left behind after their final shift. The thought of all those poor dead fuckers filled me with rage, and I gave the desk a final, brutal shove.

It skidded away from me and slammed into the loose knot of roach boys like a runaway Zamboni. It smashed two of them off their feet and sent the other three lurching away from it.

Before they could recover, I popped up, fired three clean shots, and jumped toward the last two of my targets.

They raised their weapons, but my blades were in motion before they could aim the muzzles in my direction. Two quick slashes removed their insectile faces and let the gritty green glop they used for brains slop out of their faces.

“Clear!” I shouted and spun to face the opposite side of the room.

“Clear!” Myrin shouted back. Through the smoke, I saw the last of the roach boys fall with Syrl’s bayonet in his throat.

I do admire the huntress’ fighting prowess and efficiency when it comes to dispatching her enemies.

“Yeah,” I muttered, “she is pretty fucking awesome when it comes to making things very dead.”

Yes, perhaps she is too awesome. Don’t think I haven’t kept a count of all the souls she has cost us through her wanton slaughter of targets well within our zone of influence.

“Let it go,” I muttered again, and then turned my attention back to the huntress.

“Kira,” I said and pointed toward the big desk behind a console on a raised dais at the back of the room. “Get control of the station.”

“You bet,” she said. She hopped up onto the dais and skidded to a stop behind the rounded console as her eyes soaked up every detail of the controls arranged in front of her.

She flicked her fingers across the console, and the images on the surrounding walls shifted, blurred, and then snapped into focus.

“Landing pads,” she said, and stabbed a finger to the left. The bad guys jumped into glorious high definition and looked so vivid and clear they could have been standing two feet away from me instead of a couple of kilometers away.

“Any sign of their ships?” I asked.

“One second, let me see, ah, here we go,” she said, and jabbed a finger off to her right. The view screen flickered for a moment, then popped back into focus to show me a trio of bulbous, ancient-looking vessels. Their surfaces were covered in scabs of thick, heavy armor, and their landing gear seemed too thin and stick-like to support their ship's bulk. I saw no windows or viewports, but I did see tons of weapons jutting from the ships’ surfaces like stubby bristles.

The Chotlis’ ships didn’t look like much, but they certainly packed in the firepower.

“Are those guards?” I asked, pointing at blurry figures at the edge of the frame.

Kira twiddled some dials until the camera shifted, and we could make out the handful of warriors the Chotlis had left behind.

“Looks like a skeleton crew,” Myrin said. “These fucks are pretty confident.”

“They took the whole station,” I said. “I’d be confident if I’d pulled that off, too. Kira, can you find where the rest of these pricks are?”

“All of them?” She asked as she fussed with dials and switches on the console in front of her. “It’ll take a while to pinpoint them all, but I can show you the highest concentrations.”

“Do it,” I said. The screen switched to display a wire-frame overhead view of Iregnum-3. A moment later, splashes of color rippled across the display and settled into pools of emerald green, warm amber, and deep, bloody red.

“That green spot in the middle there is us,” Kira said. “The yellow blobs are possible Chotlis squads, and the red are definitely concentrations of Chotlis. That’s as good as I can give to you without tweaking the scanners.”

“That’s all sorts of beautiful,” I said and shot her a thumbs’ up. “Looks like the majority of the bad guys are sitting on the hostages, right?”

I walked over to the display and traced the straightest path between the landing pads and the hidden Chotlis ships on the other side of the station. The trail I’d outlined passed through a natural chokepoint between a pair of tall apartment blocks a few hundred yards from the control tower.

“Okay,” I said. “This will work. Myrin, when I give you the word, you take the package and get your asses over to the landing pads. You have to get everyone back on The Eroka.”

“That’ll be a neat trick, considering there are a few dozen of those assholes camped out on the landing pad,” Myrin said with a scowl for me. “This seems like a ‘you’ job, not a ‘me’ job.”

“There won’t be many Chotlis around The Eroka when you move, ya big baby,” I said with a shake of my head.

“If you say so,” she said. “But I expect a bonus when this is over.”

“I’ve got your bonus right here,” I chuckled. “Syrl, you’re with me. We’ll need two or three rifles each.”

“Stabbing seems easier,” she said. “But I will do as you ask.”

“Kira, you’re our eyes and ears,” I said. “Tune the scanners, do whatever you need to do, but we’re relying on you to let us know if the bad guys are coming our way.”

“Booooring,” she said with a smirk. “But if that’s all you’ve got for me, I guess I’ll do it.”

“Feel free to shoot people with the station’s security systems,” I responded. “Starting with the guards watching the Chotlis vehicles.”

“Now?” Kira said, her finger poised over a button I couldn’t see.

“No, not now,” I said. “But soon.”

“Just say when,” she said. “And I’ll shoot the fuck out of whatever you want.”

And what is my role in this scheme of yours?

“Awesome,” I said, and then I stared at the ceiling. “Hang tight, Seymour, I’ll let you know when it’s your time to shine. Kira, is there an emergency exit out of here? Something that will get us to the roof.”

“Just a second,” Kira said, and then nodded. “Yes, right here.”

A door opened in the back of the center, and the red light shining from within it highlighted the metal staircase leading up to the roof.

“Perfect. Turn the elevators on so Myrin and the package can get down to ground level. Once we’re out of the tower, seal this place up like a tomb,” I said as I headed for the staircase. I grabbed a couple of extra rifles and slung them over my shoulder. “Move out, people.”

Syrl followed me up the stairs onto the control tower’s roof. The gently sloped surface was easy enough to walk on, but the drop from its edge was a very, very long way to the ground.

“Jay,” Syrl said, her voice low and wavering. “Why did we come up here?”

I steadied Syrl with an arm on her elbow and guided her toward one of the stabilizing cables that sprouted from the central mast at the top of the control tower.

“We need to get over to that apartment block,” I said and pointed to our target. “And we need to do it fast. I didn’t want to freak the others out, but there is no way the Chotlis don’t know they’re under attack by now. We need to get out of here and give them something else to think about before they swarm the tower and we lose our edge.”

“That doesn’t explain why we’re up here,” she said, and leaned against my side. She slung an arm around my waist, and I realized that she was afraid of heights.

“We’re going to fly over there,” I said, keeping my voice light and cheery as I steered the huntress toward the edge of the roof. The cable ran just a foot or so over our heads as it dipped down toward the anchor post on the apartment block we needed to reach.

“Jay,” she said.

“You can do it,” I said. “I wouldn’t have chosen you to come with me if I didn’t think you could handle this. Just hook one of the rifles over it, hang on with both hands, and slide. Piece of cake.”

“I never liked cake,” Syrl said, but she didn’t argue with me. With a groan, she slung the rifle over the cable and held onto its barrel with one hand and its stock with the other. “You owe me one for this, Jay.”

“Anything you want,” I said. “But you gotta go.”

“I want many things,” she said with a lascivious grin, then raced to the edge of the control center and flung herself into space.

Oh, let me make an inappropriately timed sexual reference, too. Oh, Jay, please deposit your enormous payload deep into the center of my innermost Soul Forge.

“You’re turning into a real freak, Seymour,” I muttered before following Syrl. We swooped over the station in a blur, and I hoped the Chotlis didn’t look up. I didn’t want them taking sniper shots at us as we zipped toward our ambush spot.

Syrl hit the apartment’s roof first and rolled to absorb the impact. She tumbled a few yards before coming to rest against a ventilation pipe, then cleared away so I could follow the same landing path.

My heavy armor banged off the roof, and I slid much farther than Syrl, but it also protected me from harm when I slammed through a few pipes before I came to a complete rest.

“This way,” I said and motioned for Syrl to follow me to the edge of the building. We had a good angle from our position down to the ground ten stories below us. The bad guys would have a hell of a time returning fire, which I hoped would panic them long enough for Myrin to do her part.

“Okay, ladies,” I said. “It’s showtime. Light ‘em up, Kira.”

It was time to get to the serious killing.

Enjoy the slaughter, Avatar. Reap the souls of the heretics!
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Chapter 6

The Chotlis were so pissed or terrified, or both, by the sudden attack on their ships that they bugged out in a big old hurry. The warriors scurried up the narrow alley between the apartment blocks, just like I’d predicted, with all six of their limbs pounding the ground as they raced back to their vessels. They flowed through the street below us like an umber red river of gleaming chitin, and even at a hundred feet above them I heard the clatter of their bodies in motion.

Thick power lines crisscrossed between the building we’d perched on and the apartment block across from our position, but they weren’t close enough together to worry me. We had plenty of space to carry out the rest of our plan.

“Get ready,” I said, pushing my worries away. We weren’t trying for sniper shots at this range. We only needed to kill enough of the roaches to confuse them and keep their minds focused on us rather than the hostages they’d left behind.

“We should jump down there and stab them,” Syrl remarked. “I’d kill many more of them that way than I will shooting from this distance.”

“Maybe,” I said, “but you’d also put yourself in danger. This way, we get a bunch of free shots at them and they don’t have a hope in hell of hitting us when they fire back. If they even figure out where the shots are coming from before they run away with their tails between their legs.”

The fuckroaches slowed as the street between the apartment buildings grew closer together and forced them against one another. I’d chosen the narrowest point along the route back to where the Chotlis hid their ships, and the station’s layout acted like a natural funnel to condense my enemies into a very target-rich environment.

“Now!” I shouted and fired my rifle. At almost a hundred feet above our targets, it was damned near impossible to tell if a shot landed, but that didn’t stop me from squeezing the trigger again and again. Any bullet into the seething mass of giant insect people would have to hit something. After my third blast, my soul counter ticked up by one, and then two.

Interesting. You can’t identify the individual you’re shooting, but the intent is still pure enough to harvest the soul.

The steady rain of bullets into the massed crowd of Chotlis had the bugs completely freaked out. Those in the front turned back because they thought the attacks were coming from that direction. Those at the rear shoved forward because they were positive the enemy fire came from behind them. The poor bastards in the middle were trapped and lashed out at their allies in a vain attempt to keep from getting crushed.

My rifle ran dry, and I let it fall to the roof without reloading. Syrl and I had each brought three loaded guns on this little safari, and the other two leaned against the waist-high wall that ran around the top of the apartment building. I dropped my empty gun, picked up the first spare next to me, and went right back to shooting the ever-loving fuck out of the scrambling roaches.

For the first few minutes of our attack, everything went our way. Unable to determine where the attacks came from, the bug boys worked themselves into a panicked frenzy. We’d laid the trap, and the Chotlis had walked right into it.

“How many left at the landing pad?” I asked Myrin between shots.

“They left five behind,” she said. “I can clear them out without much collateral damage.”

“With no collateral damage,” I corrected. “Every person who makes it out of there alive is a potential ally for the Heresy. And every person who dies could end up as an unwitting martyr for the Dominion’s side.”

“Sure,” Myrin said. “Wouldn’t want anything to be too easy for me.”

“Easy’s for beginners,” I said with a smirk and fired my rifle again. A spray of vivid green leaped up from the crowd of roaches. “We’re better than that.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Myrin said. “I’ll take care of it.”

A moment later, the sharp report of a distant rifle reached my ears. Four more shots followed in rapid succession, and I couldn’t help but grin.

“That’s my girl,” I whispered.

We should find one who favors me. One with mechanical aptitude and a fondness for lubrication.

I laughed at Seymour’s joke and fired my gun until it was empty, then dropped the useless firearm next to the last loaded weapon. We’d killed a bunch of the ass-nugget monsters, but there were a metric shit ton more still on the ground, and the survivors had stopped fighting each other and begun to regroup. One of them barked orders loud enough that I could hear his raised voice over the din of his charges.

“Fuck,” I said to Syrl. “They’ve got their shit together.”

“It’s a trap!” The new leader of the overgrown bugs shouted. “The shooters are on the roof of the starboard building. Get inside and hunt them down!”

In response to their commander’s orders, the bugs focused their attention on the thick metal doors on the sides of the apartment buildings that faced the narrow road. The doors were locked, which gave me a few seconds to decide what to do next, but the fun time fire party had come to an end.

A few grenades would’ve splattered the rest of the bugs down there, but I didn’t have any weapons of mass destruction at my disposal. I looked for gas lines on the sides of the buildings, but of course there weren’t any. It would take a special kind of suicidal maniac to build a space station and then run flammable gas pipes into the housing units.

My eyes drifted back to the electric mains crisscrossing the alley, and a devilish spark ignited in the dark recesses of my brain. This could be fun.

“I’m going to try something,” I said to Syrl. “If it doesn’t work, get the fuck out of here.”

“How will I know—” Syrl started to ask, but I didn’t give her a chance to finish.

I hopped up onto the short wall surrounding the roof, spread my arms wide, and threw myself into the air.

That is an interesting way to kill yourself, Avatar.

“You not getting rid of me that easy,” I said as I plummeted toward the street below.

I snatched the first electrical line and tore it loose from the bracket that held it to the building across the street. The thick cable slowed my fall, but only a little, and as I continued to plunge toward the swarm of bad guys below me, more of the safety connectors attached to it ripped away from the building’s face.

Fifty feet above the churning mass of fuckroaches below me, I snatched another high-voltage line. This one gave way immediately, and the aluminum cleat holding it in place sprang free of the wall with a loud ringing.

“Get ready for the firework show,” I shouted and let out a maniacal laugh. Of all the crazy plans I’d executed, this gonzo idea had to be at the top of the list of insane stunts. I’d be bragging about this until the day I died, which might not be very far in the future if I’d overestimated my armor’s ability to resist damage.

I landed hard on the backs of two very unfortunate fuckroaches. My armored boots smashed through their smooth carapaces and slammed them to the ground with a viscous crunching noise. Green goo splattered up my armor and into the chitinous faces of the bug boys closest to me.

“Surprise, motherfuckers,” I shouted as I twisted the electrical lines around my wrists so I wouldn’t drop them. Power throbbed in my fists, and I took a deep breath.

Then I extended my soul blades, and they sliced right through the power lines and their deadly copper cores. Lightning leaped into the air above the severed cables, and a blizzard of sparks rained down around me.

Just so you’re aware, this will probably void the warranty on your armor.

The fuckroaches finally realized the danger in their midst, but they were packed in too close to me, and to one another, to flee. As they brought their weapons to bear in a futile attempt to gun me down, I raised my thumbs.

And then curled them over the hissing ends of the power lines in my hands to complete the circuit.

Jolts of power blasted across the surface of my armor like I’d been struck by Mjolnir itself. A furious sphere of lightning formed around me and lashed out at the roaches as it sought ground. A white veil sizzled and fell over my vision, and the only sound I could hear was the meaty pops as vaporized bodily fluids burst through the chitinous shells of the electrified roaches. It sounded like all-you-can-eat crab night in the bayou and reeked like a dump truck stuffed with pig shit.

For a long, strange moment, my brain stopped working. The electricity that surrounded me had filled my armor with a crackling flood of static electricity that jumbled the electrical impulses between my ears until I couldn’t tell up from down. My muscles jumped and jerked so hard the only thing keeping me on my feet was the tension from the taut power lines clenched in my fists.

And then a breaker somewhere on the station finally flipped, and the surge of electricity that had transformed me into the galaxy’s deadliest bug zapper vanished.

It appears you have survived your temporary job as a lightning rod, Avatar. But if you want to remain among the living, I suggest you get off the ground before the fuckroaches do the Macarena on your skull.

Seymour’s words cut through the growling wall of white noise that filled my skull and spurred me to action. I rose from my knees with a wild slash that cut through a roach boy I couldn’t see and filled the air with a cloud of bitter green gore. The surge of soul energy that poured through my armor helped clear my head, and the confusion and frazzled nerves were replaced by a cold blast of raw rage.

That’s what I want to see. Harvest their souls, Avatar. Show the fanatics how a true god feasts on his enemies!

“That’s a little over the top,” I snarled, “but I agree with the sentiment.”

I threw a spinning knee strike into the chest of a Chotlis and the blow stopped his charge dead. A gout of bilious emerald blood erupted from between the alien terrorist’s gnashing mandibles as the lights went out behind his faceted eyes.

A brave pair of bug men fired their rifles at me in a futile attempt to avenge their fallen comrades, but they only managed to score a single grazing shot that just pissed me off.

I charged toward them as they prepared to fire again and jumped toward the wall to my right as they started to fire. I took two steps along the wall, then leaped over the heads of the Chotlis. My soul blades punched through the chitin covering the backs of their heads as I landed, and my armor sucked up their souls in a flash.

Another fuckroach made the mistake of howling at me as he charged at me from a shadowed doorway, and I caught him with a knee to the midsection. The attack shattered the thinner chitin that covered his abdomen, and he flew back into the wall of the apartment building with a meaty crack.

For a moment, no one else tried to kill me. The alley was littered with cracked bug bodies that leaked wisps of black smoke, and those shitbugs who hadn't died outright looked unsteady on their feet.

“I love it when a plan comes together,” I said, and turned in a slow circle as I decided who to go after next.

I pity the fools.

“Jay! You’re alive!” Syrl shouted with what sounded like genuine surprise in her voice.

“Of course I’m alive,” I said with a dismissive scoff. “You didn’t like my Thor imitation?”

A group of six Chotlis managed to scrape together a pair of balls between them and formed a firing line a few yards away from me. They moved with an eerie precision that reminded me of synchronized drones more so than sentient creatures.

Unfortunately for the bugnuts, their combat instructors had never warned them about the safe distance required to get off a shot before someone with a knife can puncture a bunch of your vital organs. In most cases, a bad guy with a blade will cover about twenty feet before your brain can recognize the threat and your finger can squeeze the trigger.

Unfortunately for the bugs, I’m a hell of a lot faster than your average threat. They never had a chance.

I hit the firing line dead center and carved the first shooter’s arm off at the elbow. The sudden loss of a limb caused him to drop his rifle and throw his head back in anguish. I silenced them with a straight arm thrust of my soul blades through his sloped forehead, then delivered a fatal blow to the bug on his right with a vicious slice from my other hand. With my blades embedded in two foes whose bodies hadn’t yet decided to collapse, I had the leverage I needed to twist my body into the air and drive my knee blade into the upper thorax of a third Chotlis. That poor bastard’s shell split at the impact site, and viridian slop bubbled up around my blade.

My body weight dragged that blade down through the fuckroach’s body and out his abdomen. As my blade tore free of the creature’s body, his guts followed it and splattered on the ground like the contents of the world’s worst party piñata. The second my feet touched down, I ripped my soul blades free of the first two roaches and used them to tear open a fourth bug boy’s back with a vicious swipe. I lunged forward to reach a fifth asshole with a spinning backhand, and his brains sprayed into the air to mingle with the bodily fluids of his comrades who still hadn’t realized they were hit yet.

The last bugfucker kept his shit together long enough to squeeze the trigger on his rifle, but I sent the shot wide with a deft swipe of my soul blades that took the asshole’s arm off at the shoulder. The rifle’s blast blew through the body of a dazed Chotlis, who screeched and collapsed with a hole the size of a bowling ball in his back.

“Look what you did,” I chided the shooter. “It’s like none of you learned even basic firearm safety before they sent you out here to cause me a bunch of trouble.”

“You will die!” he responded. “The Final Light will scour the stain of your souls from the galaxy.”

“Seems unlikely,” I said, and slammed my soul blades through his throat. “Who’s next?”

That display of violence sucked the wind out of the rest of the bug boys’ sails. They decided further combat wouldn’t work out for them and retreated toward the warehouse where they’d hidden their ships and dragged their wounded along behind them.

Finish them! Hunt these cretins down and end their lives. Harvest their souls, drink in their sorrow.

“They’re headed back to their ships. I’ll check on the girls, and then we’ll stroll over to the hangars and finish them,” I said to Seymour as I stalked after the running Chotlis. “Any idea what in the hell the Final Light is?”

A cursory examination of the news archives indicates it is some sort of weapon that irritated the Dominion enough to encourage them to wipe out the Chotlis. Too bad that didn’t stick. I will let you know if I find any more details.

“Glad you’re alive,” Myrin responded. “Next time warn us all before you decide to play with electricity. And the VIPs are fine. I dealt with the guards, all head shots, by the way, and got the passengers safely back onboard The Eroka. They’re all snug as bugs—”

“Bad metaphor given our circumstances,” Kira interrupted with a giggle. “The good news is, your plan worked. According to the station’s scanners, all the evil bug people are pulling back to the warehouses. You made quite an impression on them, Jay.”

“I’ll get the yacht unloaded, and then we can get the fuck outta—” Myrin started, but I shut her down before she could call for our escape.

“We aren’t done here,” I said. “We’ll finish the Chotlis before they regroup and pull this shit again somewhere else.”

“Where do you need me?” Syrl asked.

“With me,” I said. “Kira, use the station’s security systems to keep an eye on the Chotlis. If they go anywhere but back to the warehouse, I want to know.”

The bugs had vanished into the warren of apartment buildings by the time I reached the end of the choke point where I’d slaughtered so many of them. Syrl bounded down the last few flights of a fire escape and jumped down to join me on the street. She had a rifle strapped over each shoulder and handed one to me with a grin.

“You probably won’t need it,” she said. “But carry it anyway. That way if I run out of bullets you can hand me your gun.”

“You’d rather stab things with the pointy end, anyway,” I shot back, and swatted her on the ass as I took the weapon. “Hanging in there?”

“I’m good,” she responded. “Time to finish this bughunt?”

I shrugged. I was in no hurry to catch up to the fuckroaches. We’d seized control of the station, and the fake sky overhead still glowed an angry crimson. No one was getting off Iregnum-3 until Kira reversed the polarity on the force screen. For the moment, we held all the cards.

Syrl and I caught our breath and took more than an hour to clear the living quarters and reach the edge of the warehouse district, I wanted the Chotlis to have time to get nervous about what came next. I wanted them to stew in the knowledge that they couldn’t escape us. They’d come here expecting to terrorize and destroy, but now they’d become the prey.

My prey.

The warehouse district was populated by enormous buildings that towered over the rest of the station. They’d been designed to hold a massive amount of cargo, which allowed short-haul shippers to more efficiently carry supplies and other cargo from their destinations. They were also extremely secure because everything of value aboard the station passed through their doors. I was very glad that all the security worked for us now.

“Get ready, Kira,” I said. “I need you to make a distraction.”

“Anything in particular?” She asked, a tinge of excitement running through her words.

“Lots of noise, lots of death and destruction,” I said. “You know, the usual.”

Please do not let that woman steal all your kills, Avatar. The harvest is critical for our continued survival.

“No one’s stealing my kills,” I muttered. “There are a couple hundred crotch beetles in here. There’s no way I’d be able to murder them all by myself.”

Not with that attitude.

Syrl and I eased up to one of the many doors that led into the warehouse where Kira told us the Chotlis had hidden their ships. It was the largest of all the structures on Iregnum-3, and its sides were riddled with entrances and exits. The Chotlis had guards posted at some larger doors, but there were just too many entry points for the bugs to cover them all.

“I’m at door number six-six-three-four,” I read the designation off the chipped steel entryway in a low voice.

“I know,” Kira said with a throaty laugh, “I see you. There are no guards immediately inside that door, and the nearest ship is approximately thirty meters directly ahead of you. Also, the door is now unlocked.”

The door emitted a faint click, and I slipped inside the warehouse. The bugs had every light in the place turned as high as it would go, and I spotted several groups of them scattered around the ships. There were three of them, one enormous vessel that took up most of the warehouse’s free space, and a pair of smaller escorts that hunkered together in their big brother’s shadow. None of the vessels were anywhere near the size of The Eroka, but the biggest one could hold a couple hundred crew, and the smaller ones could host at least fifty of those roaches. I had one hundred and seven souls harvested in my armor, which meant I might have killed forty of the fuckers. There were still a lot more that needed to be murdered.

“Ten bucks says the head honcho is on the big ship,” I muttered to Syrl.

“I’m not taking that bet,” she said with a shake of her head. “But let’s get on board and see if you’re right.”

I nodded but didn’t make a move. Instead, I watched the bugs patrol for a few minutes until I made sure their pattern was stable and predictable. They always moved in groups of six, and they walked in clockwise orbits centered on the largest ship. Though their paths often crossed, the fuck roaches kept an even spacing between their groups to maximize their coverage on the warehouse floor.

Most of the floor.

“Kira,” I said. “Get ready to make a mess on the port side of this warehouse.”

“Just say the word,” she responded. “I really want to see what this security system can do when I crank it up to eleven.”

I waited until there was a gap in the patrol pattern directly ahead of me, and then took off at a dead run toward the big ship, Syrl at my side.

“Now!” I snarled, and my soul blades burst from my armor.

The sudden eruption of energy weapons coming to life on the opposite side of the warehouse masked the sound of my armored feet slamming into the floor. Ruby red flashes of deadly power splattered against the roaches and cut them down in the blink of an eye.

The shitbuggies closest to me froze and focused their attention on the chaos in the distance. Big mistake.

I plowed into the cluster of bug boys and shoved my blades through two backs at once. Syrl slammed her rifle’s bayonet through the carapace of a third fuckroach and followed up that strike with a fatal blow through the skull of a fourth. The fifth and sixth bugs in the group realized what was happening as my claws took their souls in a flurry of stabs.

“This is fun!” Kira shouted gleefully. “It’s like a video game, except the bad guys are real, and they deserve to die.”

I think I’m rubbing off on her. Have I mentioned to you that she is my favorite? You should elevate her to Number One Concubine status amongst your harem--

“Keep it up, Kira,” I said as Syrl and I raced toward the largest ship. Though the vessel’s main gangplanks were sealed tight, a smaller staircase jutted from a narrow opening on its aft end. Another squad of security creepy crawlers descended the stairs, and their eyes swiveled in their chitinous skulls as they searched for trouble.

I hit the gangplank at a dead run, and Syrl followed me up its steep steps. I bashed my shoulder into the chest of the first bug in the group, and the impact drove him back into the roaches behind him. Caught off guard, they stumbled and collapsed into an ungainly heap.

I used the blades on my hands to climb their bodies, and my knee blades gouged fatal wounds into their torsos and heads as I crawled over them. All six of the buggers died in the blink of an eye, and just like that Syrl and I were inside the ship. She kicked her bare feet, one after the other, and bug gore splashed off in every direction.

“You’re a messy hunter,” she said with a wink. “But you do get the job done.”

“I do my best,” I said. “Let’s find the captain of the good ship Roach Motel.”

The interior of the vessel was a strange mixture of hard-lined technology and smooth, flowing organic structures. The walls, ceiling, and deck all seemed to be formed from thick, glossy chitin. But ovoid holes opened in the walls at regular intervals to reveal thick bundles of conduit and cable, and bizarre interface panels glowed from within the blister-like bulges along the corridor.

I poked at the control box closest to the gangplank until I found the glowing nodule that caused the metal ramp to retract into the belly of the ship. I looked for a button to close and lock the damned door, but didn’t recognize any of the controls, so I jammed my soul blades into the panel until it was good and dead.

“And stay closed,” I muttered.

Intriguing. I haven’t seen this type of ship design since long before I was forced to seek refuge on your muddy little planet. See if you can keep from destroying everything you find here, I’d like to examine it later.

“Sure thing, Mr. Wizard,” I said. “I’ll try to save you some specimens while I’m busy saving everybody’s ass.”

Within the safety of their ship, the roach men apparently didn’t feel the need to travel in groups of six. I found a lone technician with a clipboard checking the readings on one of the instrument panels and slammed him into a bulkhead hard enough to click his mandibles together.

“Which way to the flight deck?” I asked.

“Infi—” the creature snarled, and I cut off his words by cutting off his head.

“I guess they aren’t much for talking,” Syrl said with a shrug. “Let’s just kill them all.”

“Deal,” I said.

Despite the vessel’s bizarre design, it seemed to follow the traditional structure of a ship. Sure, everything was made out of chitinous bug shells, but the main passages ran parallel to the ship’s length, and I’d seen the engines bulging from its rear. I was confident I’d find the captain somewhere on the main deck, and just as confident that he’d be at the fore of the ship.

“I’ve popped twenty of these ugly buggers, but the security system is running low on juice,” Kira said. “I can keep up the pew-pew for another minute, maybe two, then I’ll have to let the weapon’s recharge. And it looks like some bugs are on their way to pay me a visit, so maybe wrap things up there and cut them off, okay?”

Using the security system had been a calculated risk because it let the bugs know their people in the control tower were out of commission. It had paid off by getting Syrl and me onboard the Chotlis flagship without alerting the rest of the fuckroaches, but now Kira was in danger.

“I guess we’re done being sneaky,” I said, and charged down the corridor toward the front of the ship.

We ran into a small cluster of roach technicians a moment later, which was very unfortunate for them. Syrl spun her rifle around like a murderous baton twirler and took the heads off two of the roaches as I drove my blades up through the faces of another pair without breaking stride.

The corridor we were in angled toward the center of the ship where it merged with a much larger, much taller section meant to hold cargo and supplies. Stacks of metal crates lined its walls, and the floor was covered with thick straps attached to massive tie-down rings.

I motioned for Syrl to follow me as I sprinted toward the front of the ship. The end of the wide berth was just ahead, and I had a good feeling that the flight deck was right through its door.

Which is why I was super pissed when the biggest cockroach of them all lurched out of a shadowed archway on the side of the cargo hold. The lumbering beast roared a challenge and stomped out to the middle of the deck to cut us off.

“You gotta be fucking kidding me,” I growled.

It is at times like these when I wish I could enjoy the simple pleasure of munching popcorn as I watch you battle formidable foes. Destroy it, Avatar. This beast’s soul is ours for the taking.

Apparently, the giant fuckroach felt the same way about me.

It thundered down the cargo hold toward us with its armored back scraping the roof, and all four of its arms spread wide. Deadly spiked claws that gleamed like finely honed scythe blades sprouted from the end of the monster roach’s thick, segmented limbs. Its enormous, wedge-shaped head held three mouths in a vertical line, each sporting a pair of mandibles as long as my arm. Its russet armor looked thick enough to stop a tank shell and judging by the way the deck shook under its strides, the damned thing weighed a few tons.

“For the Goddess!” It roared from its central mouth as it attacked.

Syrl jumped to one side, and I leaped toward the other. Two of the enormous creature’s bladed claws slammed into the deck where we’d been standing, and its other pair of bladed arms swept in at us from the sides of the cargo hold.

The monstrous creature was faster than I’d anticipated, and my earlier dodge left me with no room to retreat from the horizontal slash aimed at my face. With nowhere to run, I met the beast’s attack with my soul blades.

A tremendous crash echoed through the confines of the cargo hold, and the shock of impact vibrated up my forearms and slammed into my shoulders. Something clattered to the deck, and for a moment I thought the asshole had torn the soul blades clean off my arms.

But, I wasn’t the one who’d lost a weapon. The jumped-up fuckroach screamed as green ichor pumped from the truncated end of its claw. The bladed end lay on the deck, and blood oozed from its blunt end.

I took advantage of the creature’s pain and threw myself into a savage attack. I stabbed at its abdomen again and again, but I couldn’t open a wound big enough to stop the damned thing. My blades went through its chitin easily enough, but the armor was so thick I couldn’t reach its vitals.

Syrl leaped around like a berserk monkey and stabbed the creature with her bayonet again and again. She faced the same problem I did, though, and snarled in frustration.

“Fall back,” I shouted, and took my own advice. I retreated toward the center of the cargo hold, careful to stay just out of reach of the giant roach’s remaining claws. If a frontal assault wouldn’t kill the thing, I had to get a little fancier.

Syrl read my intentions expertly and kept her distance from the beast. I feinted at the beast with my soul blades and slashed at its claws to keep its attention focused on me. I wanted it close, but I wanted it to think it had the upper hand.

“Come on, you shit-eating freak,” I barked when I’d reached the middle of the cargo hold, “Take your shot.”

The overgrown Bug’s Life mascot lunged at me, and a stomp from its enormous clawed foot almost caught my leg. I slipped away at the last moment, and its talons scraped down my armor to slam into the deck hard enough to leave deep divots in the chitinous surface.

Before the creature recovered from its missed attack, I threw myself beneath its claws and slid through its legs. I grabbed the end of a cargo strap as I passed under the creature’s bulk and quickly shoved its metal-clad tip through the mouth of a tie-down ring.

“Here!” I shouted to Syrl and flung the end of the strap to her.

Before the beast could anticipate the rest of my plan, I sprang up behind it and rammed the tips of my soul blades between the chitinous plates that banded its torso. The attack wasn’t deadly, but it kept the monster’s rage focused on me.

Syrl slid across the floor and dragged the strap around the creature’s leg. With a grin, Syrl ran the thick band through a tie down ring and pulled it tight before she stomped down on the ring’s latch and clamped it in place.

I kicked off the enraged beast’s back and landed on the deck with my arms spread wide and my soul blades extended.

“I’m right here you big fuck,” I shouted. “Come and get me.”

The creature twisted its body toward me, but the strap held and the monsters leg was pinned. The beast roared again and tried to pull its limb free, then turned its attention to the strap. It slammed its remaining claws down, but didn’t have the accuracy to slice through the strap.

I took advantage of the giant bug’s distraction to rush in and stab it in the gut again and again, which opened narrow gaps in its belly with every piston thrust of my arms. The enormous roach screeched in pain and swung its bladed arms at me in an uncontrolled frenzy. The blows were fierce, but clumsy, and I dodged them and kept stabbing.

As I worked on the death of a thousand cuts, Syrl scrambled around and strapped the stupid shit’s other leg to the deck.

With both legs pinned down, the monster didn’t stand a chance. It raised one arm for a brutal downward slash, but I jumped inside its reach and raked my soul blades through its armpit. The arm tumbled to the deck, severed at the shoulder. Without hesitation, I ripped my blades down and cleaved the other blade free from the same side of the giant bug’s body.

“Other side!” Syrl shouted, and I spun just in time to see the other pair of arms as they snapped toward me.

I stepped off the monster’s leg and let the arms whip past the top of my head. The blade-like claws slammed into the side of the hold and burst through the chitinous wall in a gout of greasy slime.

The giant screeched in a rage when it couldn’t pull its arms free.

“Nice try, big boy,” I said and drove my claws through one of its trapped legs at the knee. The attack ripped the leg in half, and the creature fell forward. The monster went down hard and the force of its weight destroyed its other knee with a sound like a shattered light bulb.

The creature lay on the deck and stared at me with eyes so filled with hate I was happy to stab them out of its skull. Its brains sloshed out of the ruins of its head and oozed into the cracks our fight had opened in the deck.

“You good?” Syrl asked, her hand on my shoulder.

“Peachy,” I responded, and stomped toward the front of the ship.

I kicked the cargo hold’s door off its hinges, and a guard on his way to protect the captain got splattered against the hull. Another guard rushed me from the other side, and I impaled his face on my soul blades with a casual backhanded blow.

We reached the flight deck a moment later, and I wasn’t surprised to find the door locked and sealed tight. Everybody’s tough until the bill for their assholishness comes due. Then they try to hide from the collector.

“Little pig, little pig,” I growled, and slammed my heel into the door. The chitin cracked and splintered where my foot landed, and I reared back for another kick. “Let me the fuck in.”

Fuckroaches skittered around inside the flight deck and their buggy feet scraped against the deck as they shuffled around behind the door. I imagined they’d form a firing line and shoot like crazy the second I came through the door.

Teach them to fear you, Avatar. Show them the meaning of true power.

My third kick shattered the lock mechanism and tore the door half off its frame. As I’d predicted, the shit beetles squeezed their triggers in a ragged salvo as I plunged through the wrecked doorway.

One shot grazed my arm and ricocheted off with a banshee’s howl. Another caught me in the chest, but my armor stopped it cold. A third shot whipped past my head, and a fourth pinged off the soul blade jutting from my left knee.

And then I was on top of the assholes, and their armor-plated bodies came apart in thick sprays of foamy green gore.

I flung an unidentifiable organ from the end of my soul blade and faced the captain.

He raised a heavy pistol, but I sliced his hand off the end of his arm before he had a chance to fire.

“Hey,” I said as I shoved him back against the flight console and pinned him in place with a hand under his mandibles. “Don’t be rude. You and I need to have a fucking chat.”
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Chapter 7

The captain’s faceted eyes swiveled to follow the tips of my soul blades as I waggled the serrated weapons an inch from his orbs. His mandibles twitched above my other hand, which squeezed his fugly face so hard under his chin the chitin creaked under my fingers. A pungent stink like old grease oozed from the creature’s body, and the aroma of fear tugged at my primal urge to kill.

“You cannot stop what has begun,” he rasped. “Murder me if you will. Murder us all. Others will come to finish what we have started.”

“And what is that?” I asked as I eased my soul blades toward his left eye. “What is it you think you’ve started here, other than letting the whole galaxy know you twisted fucks are still alive?”

“We have found the goddess,” the captain said, his voice filled with a rapturous glee.

“Even if there is a goddess aboard that ship you hijacked with your little stunt, you’ll never have her,” I snarled as I eased my death’s head helmet forward until it was an inch away from the asshole’s insectile face. “Tell your men to stand down. Now.”

The captain’s mandibles flared wide and for a moment I thought he was about to try to bite through my armor.

“Do you smell that?” He asked, his voice thin and airy with wonder. “You have been near the goddess. I smell her on your metal skin. We will never rest until she is returned to us.”

“Kill him,” Syrl growled. “If he won’t command his forces to stand down, we need to get to Kira. We don’t have time to listen to a lunatic’s babbling.”

The captain’s head twitched toward Syrl, but I grabbed one of his mandibles and jerked him back to face me.

“Look at me you greasy little turd,” I snarled. “Tell your men to surrender to us, now.”

“Never. We are the Emissaries of the Final Light,” he snapped. “Our holy war will purge the galaxy of heretics. We will reclaim the—”

I drove my soul blades into his left eye, through his head, and out his right eye in one easy swipe.

“I warned you,” I said, then raised my voice to make sure the earbud picked it up. “Kira, how are we looking?”

“Um,” she said, her voice thick with tension. “Not great? I haven’t picked up any radio chatter on the station’s frequencies, so I don’t know how they communicate, but it looks like they’re converging on the tower and the hangar. If you could get out of there before they surround you, and then come get me, that would be all sorts of wonderful.”

“I’d love to, but I don’t know how to fly this goddamned ship,” I said.

“I might be able to,” Myrin offered. “I can’t see what we’re working with, but if I could get to you…”

Her voice trailed off as she realized that half the surviving bugman army lay between us.

But there was an easy way around that problem.

“Kira, is the landing pad clear?” I asked.

“Looks clear,” she said. “The sensors aren’t perfect, but they aren’t picking up any heavy signatures in that direction.”

“Myrin, unload Seymour and get your ass to the top of the tower,” I said. “Get Kira out of there and meet us at the warehouse. If the fuckroaches want to gang up, let ‘em. It’ll just make the cleanup easier.”

“On our way,” Myrin said.

“Bring the package,” I said. Something the captain had said bugged the shit out of me, and I needed to confirm the suspicion that gnawed at my subconscious.

Syrl picked up the captain’s pistol where it had fallen. The big roach’s pincered hand was much larger than Syrl’s, which made the pistol look like a small rifle in her hands.

“I’m keeping this,” she said. The weapon looked as exotic and deadly as its new wielder. The pistol’s body was formed from layers of cream, orange, and ochre chitin grown over a metal frame that was only visible at the weapon’s handle. The barrel grew organically from the body, and a long chitin spike jutted from beneath its opening like a bayonet.

“Go for it,” I said with a grin. “Take whatever you want but make it quick. Company’s calling.”

A narrow slit of window ran around half of the flight deck, and Syrl snorted when she saw the approach of the bugs through it.

“Let them come,” she spat, but she hurried to rip the ammo belt off the dead captain. She slung it around her hips and grunted in displeasure at the embroidered cloth loincloth that dangled from the front of the belt. “Do they wear this to hide the shame that is their manhood?”

“He’s smooth as a Ken doll down there,” I said even though she had no idea what I was talking about, “so I doubt that’s it. C’mon. I’ve got an idea.”

We backtracked into the cargo hold and headed for its aft door. A ship this big had to have belly guns, I just needed to find them.

Fast.

The first squad of assholes screeched up behind us just as we reached its aft end. They’d entered the hold through the same passage Syrl and I had used to infiltrate the ship which put them between us and the cockpit. It also put Syrl and me at the wrong end of a wide-open firing range with no cover.

“Behind me,” I shouted to Syrl as I spun to face the bug soldiers. “Get that door open.”

I spread my arms wide and popped my soul blades from my wrists.

The bad guys responded with a fusillade that pounded against my armor like an out-of-control jackhammer. My defenses held, but I didn’t like the strange humming noise in my helmet.

Kill them, Avatar. You won’t stand up to another barrage like that, and I can’t get over to rescue you just yet.

“Working on it,” I growled as I rushed the shooters.

There was no cover, but that didn’t make me an easy target after I started moving. I zigzagged like a copperhead on meth and used the port wall as a springboard to leap toward the ceiling before the shitbugs could send more lead downrange.

They raised their weapons as I rose above them, which was all part of my plan. The last thing I wanted these fuckers to do was get bored and shoot at Syrl.

As they fired at my position near the ceiling, I tucked my arms and legs in tight and fell toward them in a cannonball of armor and blades. Their third salvo was all panic fire, and half their shots missed me entirely. The other half bounced off my armor with a series of high-pitched cracking noises, but none of the bullets reached the meat inside my tin can.

I slammed my legs down into the chest of the nearest cockbug, and his sternum shattered into long, jagged chunks of chitin. My weight bore him to the deck where his guts burst from his ruined torso in a splashy geyser.

His buddies suddenly regretted their decision to stand so close to the now very dead bug and scrambled to get the fuck out of arm’s reach.

Before they could escape, I kicked one of them in its pointed ass so hard it slammed into its friends. They tangled together in a gruesome pile of flailing bug arms, and I finished them off with a well-aimed series of kicks and stabs.

“Door’s open!” Syrl called and waved at me as I flung the bug guts from my soul blades and retracted them. The last of the fuckroaches gurgled on the antifreeze colored-blood that filled its throat, and its soul flowed into my armor.

“Thanks,” I said and trotted back to join her. The sound of buggy footsteps on the hull and decks of the ship told me time had just about run out for my little plan. We had to get a move on.

I led the way through the door and Syrl slammed it behind us and hammered the control panel with the butt of her oversized pistol to make life harder for the bugs. We didn’t have to go far before I found what I was looking for: a narrow spiral staircase that led down into the ship’s lower floors.

We hustled down the stairs and found ourselves in a cramped corridor that ran along the ship’s belly. The narrow hallway was short in height and length, and thick, circular doors dotted both the port and starboard sides at regular intervals.

“Here we go,” I said as I pulled one of the portals open. It was a thick plug of steel with triple redundant gaskets to make sure it stayed sealed and prevented an atmosphere leak while the ship was in space. Perfect.

“What are these?” Syrl asked.

I stepped back so she could see the interior and grinned at her excited expression.

“Gunnery pods,” I said. “Let’s show these bugs how to use all this fancy firepower.”

Syrl grinned and ducked into the first pod, and I took the one across the hall from hers. I waited until I heard her door clang shut, then yanked mine closed. The portal had a small wheel set into its center, and I spun it clockwise to seal the hatch.

“Did you find the crank?” I asked Syrl.

“Got it,” she said in my earbud. “Grab the handles and squeeze the triggers?”

“Should be a power switch in the center of the column,” I said as I pressed the glowing red button set between the pod’s aiming grips. Ruby red pulses of light ran down the barrels connected to those handles and cast a bloody glow across the surrounding warehouse floor.

“Got it!” Syrl shouted.

A moment later, she unleashed hell from her side of the vessel.

I joined in on the fun, swinging the big, double-barreled assault cannon from side to side. My seat swiveled with the motion of the guns, and suddenly I was a little kid watching Luke Skywalker try out the Millenium Falcon’s quad laser cannons.

“Feel the force, motherfuckers,” I snarled and fired on a cluster of charging bug men.

The first blast pulverized all six of the assholes I’d fired at, and the second blast turned their smoldering bits and pieces into puffs of ash.

We are approaching your woman’s tower. It is surrounded by Chotlis. It will take me a short time to dispatch them.

“Get her out of there, first,” I shot back. “And then haul ass over here. We’ll deal with this, then we’ll mop up the rest of the bad guys together.”

If I had a face, it would be very pouty at the moment. I enjoy killing bad things. All things, really. But, as you wish. I shall peel the top from this tower, tentacle your woman, and then join you. Do you have any other commands for your humble servant?

“Easy on the tentacles and come in through the roof of the warehouse. It’ll be very hot on the ground,” I muttered.

Five minutes.

I transformed another batch of Chotlis into crispy bug fries, but my target rich environment had suddenly become suspiciously empty of bad guys.

“How many did you get, Syrl?” I asked.

“Eighteen, I think, but I wasn’t counting,” she responded. “Looks like they’re playing hide and seek, though.”

“Same,” I grumbled and twisted the handles back and forth in a vain attempt to find more bug-men-assholes in the warehouse. I didn’t see a single bugfucker anywhere. “Where in the hell are they?”

“Jay,” Kira’s cool, sure voice sliced through my anxiety. “I’m inverting the polarity on the force screen around the station. Seymour’s here, and I think he’s planning on destroying the tower.”

She’s exaggerating. The tower will be fine. But it will also be on its side. On top of a bunch of dead Chotlis. It seemed like the most expedient course of action.

“You’re knocking over the tower?” I asked.

Seymour’s answer came in the form of a tremendous crash from the center of the space station. The deck shook under our ship and the warehouse’s overhead lights danced and swayed from the vibrations.

Knocked. I knocked it over. Don’t worry, everyone who’s important to you is safe and sound in my well-armored belly.

“That’s good to hear,” I responded. “Now get your sweet ass over here and help us find the rest of the bugs.”

The swaying lights flickered, then faded from a brilliant glow to dull glimmers of light. And then the lights went out altogether, and the warehouse was plunged into darkness.

“That’s not good,” Syrl said. “Did Seymour do that?”

Do not blame me for that.

“I don’t think so,” I said. “Must’ve been the goddamned—oh, fuck.”

The assbeetles had been busy while they’d been out of sight. They’d taken down the lights to scuttle around and kick off the last stage of their little plot, which involved the two smaller ships parked under the flagship.

One of the smaller vessels had burst to life and shot out from under the body of the larger vessel. Its engines flared to life, blinding me for a moment as it slewed across the end of the warehouse and turned back to face us.

“Jay!” Syrl shouted over the chunky thud of her energy weapons.

“I know!” I shouted back and squeezed both triggers as I tried to pin down the smaller ship.

It was fast enough to dodge the first two blasts from my cannons, but I dropped two more shots into its flank as it jinked to the port. Fortunately for me, it couldn’t put its maneuverability to good use inside the warehouse.

That didn’t stop it from laying into us with its guns though.

A trio of cannons under its nose hurled crimson bolts of death at the big ship, and two of them slammed into the hull just above my gunnery pod. Shards of smoldering chitin flew off in every direction as sirens blared to life inside the ship.

“Motherfuckers,” I growled and swiveled my cannons toward the enemy ship. My first shot plowed into the craft’s nose, and I dropped my aim a hair to hammer at the cannons that had just done a number on my ship. Burning metal flew in every direction as my shot landed dead on target, and a burst of energy flashed red from the cannons’ ruptured storage batteries. The scarlet lightning cascaded across the exterior of the bugfucker’s ship and clawed away chunks of chitinous armor to lay bare the gleaming metal infrastructure beneath.

“These fuckers are fast,” Syrl snarled as her guns hammered away. “I’ve landed a couple of hits, but they’ll get above us soon, and then we’re in a great deal of trouble.”

“That’s an understatement,” I shouted, and blazed away at the bug ship as it twisted and tried to line up a shot with its flank guns. “We’ll never reach the top pods in time to stop an attack from above. Seymour!”

Keep your head down. I’m coming in hot. Very hot.

The bug ship spun away from my attacks and the pilot finally figured out he wasn’t stuck on a flat plane in front of my guns. He punched the belly jets, and the ship bolted up and out of sight.

“This is gonna suck,” I growled as my last shot just missed the ship.

And suck it did.

The smaller ship hammered us with a brutal salvo. The lights inside the ship turned red, warning klaxons blared and unleashed unholy shrieks in protest at the heavy damage we’d just sustained. The console surrounding the gunnery controls turned into a devilish Christmas tree of alarm lights and malfunction indicators. They’d really fucked us up with that one.

“Time to move,” I shouted and pushed away from the guns. I spun the wheel to unlock the hatch and slammed it open with my shoulder. Smoke filled the narrow corridor between the gunnery pods, and flames flickered through the openings in its chitinous walls. Black streaks crawled along the surfaces of the wall as flames chewed at the amber-hued material from within the hull. Things were much, much worse than I’d thought.

Syrl staggered out of her pod with soot-stained cheeks. She coughed as the smoke clawed at her lungs, and her eyes were wide, red-rimmed, and streaming with tears.

My suit would protect me if I tried to find my way through the rest of the ship, but Syrl wouldn’t be so lucky.

“Hang tight,” I said, and turned back to my pod. With a roar, I slammed my claws into the armored bubble that surrounded the control chair, and ripped hunks of transparisteel away from its superstructure. Fresh air whipped through the opening, and I sucked in a deep lungful before I went back to work.

I sliced two sets of vertical slashes from the top of the bubble down to the upper edge of the cannons. I climbed up on top of the cannons, grabbed the steel lip above the bubble, and slammed both feet into the damaged transparisteel. The shock of impact ran up my shins and twisted into my hips.

But, the bubble cracked.

I swung back further this time, then drove my legs into the exact same spot.

The bubble came apart with a sound like a bottle of champagne hurled against a concrete floor. I turned back, grabbed Syrl, and dragged her out of the ship and into the warehouse.

“Thank you,” she said after a big gulp of air, then shrugged loose from my grasp. “But I can walk.”

Hey, batter, batter, batter. Swing!

Something slammed into the warehouse’s roof, and a wide swath of metal curled away from the rafters like a cheap decal peeling off a plastic model car. The blue glare of the force screen spilled through the new opening and lit up the warehouse like the noon sun.

Seymour shot past the opening, and my jaw dropped. He carried the base of the control tower in two of his tentacles like a massive club as he turned on a dime and came back for a second swing at the roof.

“He certainly knows how to make an entrance,” Syrl said.

Seymour’s follow-up attack ripped the rest of the warehouse’s roof off with a screech like a sabertooth tiger getting skinned alive. The metal shell sailed off into the distance and crashed down out of sight.

“He is a bit of a showboat,” I said.

You’re welcome.

The bug ships decided to deal with Seymour before finishing us, which gave Syrl and I a chance to scramble away from the burning bug ship we’d left behind. I decided the best place to hide was the massive cargo lift against the starboard side of the warehouse. The enormous machine provided plenty of space for us to hunker down near the gears at its base and was heavy duty enough to stop anything short of a cruise missile.

“I’m going to be airsick,” Myrin groaned in my ear. “Please tell him we can’t all handle hairpin turns at full speed?”

This is nowhere near my maximum speed. I can show her my maximum speed if she wants to see--

“Go easy on them, Seymour,” I said. “They aren’t as tough as me.”

The bug ships screamed up and out of the warehouse, and their jets kicked up a dust storm as they left. That, combined with the smoke which billowed out of the damaged ship, made it almost impossible to see what was happening in the sky above us.

“Come on,” I said, and clambered up the heavy vertical track at the rear of the lift. “I’ve gotta see this.”

You might learn something. Watch my amazing aerobatic maneuvers as I destroy these filthy bugs.

I reached the top of the lift first and pulled Syrl up alongside me. We perched on the upper gear assembly and watched the firefight through the gaping holes in the wrecked ceiling.

Free of the warehouse’s confines, the bug ships moved with surprising agility and coordination. They anticipated one another’s moves and slid in and out of Seymour’s firing arcs like choreographed dancers. Plasma bolts sailed past their darting bodies as they converged on Seymour, and I started to worry a bit.

My murderous AI buddy was a lot bigger than he’d been before I upgraded him, but he was still less than a quarter of the bug ships’ size. Despite their bulk and ungainly appearance, they kept up with his maneuvers and pressed in on him from opposite directions.

Seymour scored a series of clean shots on one of the vessels, but that left him exposed to a counterattack from the other bug craft. His narrow profile and steeply sloped contours turned what could have been a killing wound into a glancing blow that scarcely penetrated his shields.

These creatures are far more adept than their primitive appearances and ungainly ships led me to believe. Perhaps now would be a good time for you to assist me, Avatar.

I didn’t have a weapon that could punch through the armor of those bulbous killers in the skies above me, and there was no way I could go back aboard the burning flagship to mount an attack from the upper gunnery pods. I needed something more unorthodox.

I stared around the warehouse for a few moments in a desperate search for anything that would help me turn the tide of battle in Seymour’s favor. And then I saw it.

“Seymour,” I muttered. “Get them to follow you through the warehouse.”

That is a very low altitude maneuver to make with two assailants following me.

“I can’t fly,” I grumbled under my breath. “You have to bring the fight to me if you want my help.”

Fine.

I kept my eyes glued to the sky as Seymour tumbled out of sight to avoid the crossfire of the bugfuckers. The red bolts flashed past his hull with inches to spare on either side, and Seymour threw himself into a flat spin that would have sucked the blood out of any human pilot’s brain.

Confused by this unorthodox maneuver, the bugs overshot Seymour’s position by a long shot and had to pull tight turns to avoid a collision with the nearby apartment towers.

“Whoa,” Kira gasped. “What happened? And why are we all wrapped up in Seymour tentacles?”

Evasive maneuvers. They’re all grayed out. I trussed them, so they wouldn’t annoy me by rolling around like loose lunch meat. Don’t worry about my tentacles, if I wanted women, I could find my own that are more my type.

“And what would your type be?” I muttered.

Murderous, and extremely diligent in administering oil baths.

“You’re fine,” I said, raising my voice so the earbud would transmit to Myrin and the rest of the ladies. “Seymour’s just making sure you don’t get jostled by his shitty driving.”

“Uh, Jay,” Myrin said, her voice cold and subdued. “Why is Seymour diving straight at the warehouse?”

“All part of the plan,” I said. “You may not want to watch this part.”

Ten seconds. Be ready.

I grabbed hold of the thick lift chain and pulled up the slack until I had the hook in my hand. A quick swipe of my claws cut the topmost link of chain free of the lift. Perfect.

“Bring ‘em in close, buddy,” I said, and started twirling the chain like a lasso. “Real, real close.”

Seymour blasted through the destroyed roof of the warehouse and screamed by my location so close the air sweeping over his hull swept Syrl’s loincloth straight out from her hips.

The bugs were right on Seymour’s ass and came in parallel to one another. I ran to the edge of the lift as they arced down through the warehouse’s roof and threw myself into empty air.

I hope you calculated that jump right.

“Me, too,” I shouted as the nearest bug ship screamed through the air below me.

I threw the hook for all I was worth and watched it streak down toward the ship’s massive dorsal air intakes. The hunk of metal vanished into the dark maw a split second later, and the chain snapped taut in the next second. The intake slurped up the length of the chain like a sloppy kid with a strand of spaghetti. I held onto the chain’s end, which meant I was pulled in toward the bug ship, too.

“Wow,” Syrl gasped. “Oh, shit.”

The hook finally reached the bug ship’s starboard engine with predictably messy results. The heavy hunk of metal blasted through the air intake grill and into the jet. The blades shredded themselves against the thick hook and slivers of metal screamed through the vessel. The engine went up in flames just as my feet hit the hull of the fighter, and bits of the dead engine pelted my armor like the start of a hailstorm in hell.

I let go of the chain and sprinted across the crippled bug ship’s hull toward the other alien ship.

The ship I was on tilted hard to the starboard as the damaged engine on that side was no longer in any shape to do its job. Adrenaline gave me the last burst of speed I needed to rush out to the end of the ship’s port-side stubby wing.

I jumped for all I was worth, hands out in front of me, claws extended.

The new alien ship tried to swerve out from under me, but there was no room for that maneuver. Avoiding me meant hitting the warehouse wall, and no one wanted that.

My chest slammed into the ship’s wing, and I rammed my claws down into the hull. The blades caught for a moment but then tore through the ship’s hide and sent me sliding back toward the rear edge of the wing.

I pulled the soul blades on my right hand out of the wing, then slammed them back into the ship’s hull a little closer to its body this time. If I could keep it up, I’d reach the ship’s main body before I slipped off and died a horrible death.

It seemed like a big if.

The damaged ship plunged through the side of the warehouse as flames engulfed its rear end. The unequal thrust sent the ship slewing hard to one side, and the pilot wasn’t up to the task of holding it together. The Chotlis ship slammed into a neighboring warehouse and vanished through its metal wall. An explosion rocked that warehouse, and flames shot through a brand new hole in its flat roof.

Excellent work, Jay. It’s a pity there will be no souls harvested from that ship’s destruction.

“You have to explain that shit later,” I growled. I took a deep breath and adjusted my hand position on the wing. Just a few more yards, and I’d be safe. Well, safer. “The same crap happened on Koroshi. I’m getting robbed.”

We will discuss the finer points of the harvest during your next visit to the Soul Forge.

The ship I clung to accelerated like a bat out of hell as it twisted hard to port and pointed its nose straight up. Its cannons roared as it fired on Seymour, but my ship had no trouble dodging away from the attack now that he didn’t have to deal with two ships on his ass.

No one owns me, but I am pleased you appreciate my skills.

I’d finally reached the hull of the insect ship when it threw itself into yet another ridiculous maneuver that almost dislodged me from my precarious hold. The ship’s entire structure vibrated a moment later and chunks of organic armor sloughed off and sailed past me with mere inches to spare. Wisps of acrid smoke curled around my head, momentarily blinding me.

“Are you shooting at the ship I’m hanging off?” I shouted.

Yes. It vexes me.

“You won’t be happy until I’m dead,” I growled, and repositioned my claws on the side of the fuckroaches’ ship. “Swing by and pick me up if you’re going to destroy this damned thing.”

Very well. I thought you would enjoy the exhilaration of seeing a ship destroyed up close and personal.

The bug ship shuddered again, and gouts of flame erupted from one of its rear engines. It lost altitude, recovered, and then began to climb.

Straight toward the force screen.

“Might want to hurry, Seymour,” I said. “The bugdicks are running for outer space, and I’d really rather not jump into the warp while I’m on the outside of their ship. There is some seriously weird shit out there.”

Here I am.

Seymour screeched past the top of the alien ship as it climbed toward the force screen. Three tentacles whipped down from his body and swooped toward me as he flattened out his dive and spun to face me.

Jump.

“Don’t fucking miss!” I shouted and hurled myself away from the bug ship as it shrieked away from us.

The instant I left the relative safety of the enemy vessel I tumbled like a rag doll tossed down the stairs by King Kong in the middle of a steroid rage. My vision became a kaleidoscope of swirling blue and gray as the force screen and space station flip-flopped over and over.

And then the world stopped spinning, and I shot toward Seymour at roughly the speed of sound. I knew he was fast, but I didn’t think he was this fast. Even with my accelerated speed, I could barely keep track of where I was in the air. If he missed, I would become a very long skid mark across the space station.

And then Seymour had two tentacles wrapped around my waist and shoulders, and he reeled me in like a deep-sea fisherman landing an exhausted marlin. Before I could blink, I was on the deck and surrounded by most of my favorite people.

You’re welcome.

“Hey, Jay,” Myrin said with a lazy grin. “You’re not supposed to ride on the outside of space ships.”

“I do a lot of things I’m not supposed to do,” I said through a forced smirk. My guts felt like the contents of a martini shaker during happy hour, but I’d be damned if I let anyone see me sweat. “I was practicing my air surfing while I tried to stop the bad guys who Seymour let get away.”

A thick burning oil scent filled the interior of the flight deck, and I shook my head.

“Just kidding, big guy,” I said. “But they did get away, which fucking sucks. Right now, they’re headed home to round up more assholes. They’ll be back in no time to try to reclaim their goddess, whoever the fuck that is.”

Kira chewed on her lower lip as she wrapped her arms around my neck and squeezed so tight my armor squeaked.

“The important thing is we’re all right,” she said. “And we kicked the Chotlis’ asses back to wherever they’ve been hiding. Maybe this bunch is all that’s left, and they won’t come back.”

“Doubtful,” I groaned. “If they’re like real cockroaches, there are always more of them where you aren’t looking. We need to make the most of the time we have to get everyone out of here before the bug armada shows up.”

“We don’t have much to work with,” Myrin grimaced from where she leaned against Seymour’s hull. “We destroyed the control tower, the Chotlis destroyed everyone who lived on the station, and The Eroka is so beat up it can’t make it to the next repair station. How do we get everyone out of here?”

“Drones,” Kira said. “Most of the repair work on these places is automated. The crew are here to keep the rest of the station running and to repair the drones when they break. I may not know how to fix a spaceship, but I know how to make drones sit up and beg for me. I’ll get going on that immediately.”

“I’ll keep an eye on the passengers to make sure no one wanders off and gets themselves lost,” Myrin said with a groan. “Not my idea of fun, but someone’s gotta babysit the rich kids so they don’t go around sticking forks into electrical outlets.”

“Thanks for your noble sacrifice,” I said. “Syrl, you can help Myrin and keep her from shooting anyone who doesn’t absolutely need to be shot. Seymour and I are going to poke around in the fuckbug flagship and see what we can figure out.”

Very exciting. I want to understand their use of biological materials. It could prove very interesting for us in the future. Imagine if I could incorporate certain parts of the female anatomy into my structure. You would never need another wife, Jay.

“Ew, argh, no, gross,” I muttered and shook my head fiercely.

The members of my team stared at me, and our employer tilted her head in my direction as if concerned for my well-being.

“Are you quite all right?” She asked. The sweet scent of honeysuckle drifted through the air, overpowering the lingering, chemical stink of Seymour’s earlier irritation.

“I’m fine,” I said. “But you’re sticking with me until we’re out of here. Wherever I am is the safest place for you to be.”

“Very well,” she said with a resigned sigh. “Do you know how long it will be before we can depart?”

“Soonish,” I said. “That’s my official estimate. Seymour, take us to the landing pads.”

I’m very much looking forward to prying that ship apart and getting tentacle deep in it.

As if to emphasize his eagerness, Seymour spun around and shot off toward the landing pad so quickly all five of us ended up in a jumble of arms and legs at the rear of the flight deck. Myrin, Kira, and Syrl, all laughed but I swear I could see our employer blushing through her veil. A sharp, almost acidic aroma surrounded her for a moment, and then Seymour levelled off and we all dispersed.

Moments later, Seymour touched down next to The Eroka. The passengers had all retreated into the cruise ship, which was a hell of a lot more comfortable than lounging around on the landing pads, but a few of the crew peered at us from the gangplanks.

“Let’s go, Syrl,” Myrin said, and the pair of them dropped out through the hole Seymour created for them in the belly of the flight deck. I watched them depart on the viewscreen. Myrin shot a thumbs up after a brief discussion with the crew near the gangplank, and Seymour lifted off without waiting for my directive.

“Seymour knows the way to the repair facility?” Kira asked me.

I know all. I see all. I hear all. Muwahahaha!

“He does,” I said as Seymour settled down on a raised landing pad next to a big, square building. “And I guess we’re here.”

“I’ll be fine,” Kira said as she prepared to leave the ship. “Gimme a kiss.”

I peeled my helmet away and did as Kira asked. It was a slow, gentle kiss, the kind which promised more to come later on that evening.

“Don’t do anything dangerous,” I said.

“Ditto,” she replied, then walked down the little gangplank Seymour extended for her.

I do like that one. Don’t let anything happen to her.

As we soared back to the demolished warehouse district, I turned toward our employer.

“Can we talk?” I asked her. I hadn’t wanted to broach this subject while the others were around because I didn’t know how they’d react.

“About?” She asked, her voice tentative.

“About why you didn’t tell us the Chotlis have been chasing you?” I said, careful to keep my tone neutral. I wasn’t mad at her, and I didn’t want her to panic.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she responded with a huff. “I’ve been fleeing from my family, if you must know. My sister is quite jealous of my position and my inheritance. I must avoid her until I come of age and am able to secure my position within the family corporation.”

“And what’s the name of that corporation?” I asked in the hopes I’d catch her in a lie.

“Heldirok Enterprises,” she shot back without a thought. “We specialize in…”

Interstellar food transport, luxury comestibles, and storage technology.

Seymour’s words flowed right along with our employer’s spiel, and I gave a little shrug as she finished her explanation.

“Okay,” I said. “You’re the Heiress to the Schwan’s frozen food fortune. Do you have a name?”

“Ingreal Heldirok,” she said with a sharp, short bow. “I apologize for not formally introducing myself earlier. Rayo would normally take care of such details, but…”

“Not a problem,” I said as Seymour touched down next to the smoldering flagship. The vessel’s emergency systems had put out the worst of the fires, and it didn’t look like the flight deck was too damaged. “Now, can you take off your veil?”

“It is an important part of my religion to hide my face,” she said with a shake of her head. “But you have done much for me, Mr. Jay Lucas. May I at least retain my head covering for modesty?”

“That’s fine,” I said. I wanted Seymour to see her face so he could run it through the galactic internet to put my mind at ease, but I didn’t want to make her anymore uncomfortable than necessary.

“Thank you,” she said with a slight bow of her head. I caught a flash of delicate fingers when she raised her robed arms up in front of her face to part the veil, and then she lowered them and a surge of relief washed through me.

I’d expected something hideous under the veil, but that isn’t what I saw. There were no snapping mandibles or slick chitin. Her face was somewhat longer and thinner than a human’s with features that were sharper and more refined. Her eyes were large and gleaming, with colors that shifted from an ebony black to the deep burgundy of the finest wines. Her nose was a little on the small side, with a gently upturned tip that twitched slightly as her eyes met mine.

She looked like an elf from one of those fantasy art-paintings, and she was really damn beautiful.

“Does this satisfy your curiousity,” she asked with a faint smile.

I find no record of this woman’s appearance, though that would make sense if she went around with her face covered at all times. I will keep searching, but her family’s corporation does exist, if that sets your mind at ease.

“Thank you,” I said. “Seymour, give us a gangplank up to that hole just behind the flight deck.”

I don’t know if she’s lying, Jay. She seems different from the other Chotlis we’ve massacred so far.

The ceiling opened directly above me and Seymour created a spiral staircase that led up to the walkway he’d fashioned out of his tentacles.

“Let’s go,” I said to Ingrael. I’d been wrong about her being the bug the Chotlis were looking for, but there was something about her I couldn’t put my finger on. I wanted to keep an eye on her until we delivered her and got paid.

“Are you sure this is the safest course of action for me to follow?” she asked with a slight stammer in her words.

“I haven’t lost anyone under my protection since I arrived in this corner of the galaxy,” I said and motioned for her to climb the stairs. “And I already killed the Chotlis. You’ll be more than fine.”

Ingrael said nothing, but a faint smoky aroma wafted from her as she passed me on her way up the stairs. I gave her some space to get ahead of me, but stayed close enough for her to know I meant what I said about keeping her safe.

“You want me to drop through this hole?” She asked when we reached one of the ugly craters in the bug ship’s hull. The opening’s edges were jagged and scorched, but it was far from a tight squeeze.

“I’ll lower you down,” I said, reaching out for her wrist.

She flinched away from me and smoothed her robes down her legs.

“I do not require your assistance,” she said, and stepped into the hole without a second’s hesitation. Her robes fluttered around her ankles, and the sleeves ballooned out as air rushed up into them, but her hat and veil stayed firmly in place. She landed without a stumble and waited for me to join her.

I dropped in after her and landed directly behind her. She jumped when my boots slammed into the deck but didn’t turn to face me.

She held herself stiff and aloof, the perfect picture of a rich little princess.

Or a goddess made flesh.

Gods and goddesses are not real, Avatar. Do not put any stock in the ramblings of overgrown bug people. If you must have a religion, I suppose you can feel free to worship me.

“This way,” I said and snapped my fingers with a metallic crack to get Ingrael to turn around.

“As you wish,” she said in a quiet, nervous voice.

She walked beside me through the wreckage of the cargo deck and stepped around the carcass of the giant fuckroach with a disgusted sniff. I couldn’t tell if the acrid stink in the air was from all the bug corpses or from Ingrael.

Once in the flight deck, I looked around to let Seymour get a good picture of the inside of the place. As I scanned from right to left, he highlighted areas of interest with golden squares that pulsed in time with my heartbeat. I approached the first square which was in the middle of a console on the port side of the deck, and Seymour practically purred at the back of my thoughts.

Oh, my. They use a contactless neuromechanical interface for their navigation. That is very intriguing tech. I want to harvest that before we leave.

“Knock yourself out,” I muttered. And then to Ingrael, “Don’t touch anything, and don’t go anywhere. I think we’ve cleared out all the bad guys, but there’s no sense taking chances if one of them is out there looking for you.”

“They aren’t looking for me,” Ingrael protested, but she sat down in one of the chairs on the deck and folded her hands in her lap.

Seymour and I continued our tour of the bug ship’s flight deck as I looked for anything useful.

“Can we get the navigational data out of this thing?” I asked. “I want to know where these assholes came from.”

Perhaps. The navigational computer appears to be a neocortex unit, but I’ll see what I can do. Go over there.

Moments later, I stood before a strange nodule that jutted from the central console on the flight deck while Seymour drilled one of his tentacles through the ship’s hull. The flexible metal appendage soon burst through the ceiling and arrowed down toward the console.

There are no connection ports.

“I’m not sure what you want me to do about that,” I said. “This whole ship looks like it was grown in a vat in some creepy entomologist’s basement.”

Seymour’s tentacle poked and prodded at the nodule for a few moments, then extruded a scalpel’s razor-sharp blade from its tip. As the end of the blade sliced into the chitin surrounding the nodule, Ingrael hissed behind me.

“Don’t do that,” she said, her voice stretched thin as if she were in pain. “It’s unnecessary.”

“It is actually pretty necessary,” I replied. “I need to find the planet of the bug people, and this seems like the easiest way to do that.”

“You can access the data through the—” She started and then let out an exasperated sigh.

“Holy shit,” I said. I stalked across the deck to her. “You are one of them. How did you change your appearance?”

“I did not,” she said emphatically. “The Chotlis are sexually dimorphic, and I am—”

“Still one of them,” I finished for her. I didn’t know exactly what kind of shenanigans she’d pulled, but I was about to find out. “It’s time for show and tell. Ditch the hat and veil.”

She sighed and folded her arms across her chest. Her hands fidgeted within her sleeves for a long moment before she finally relented.

“Fine,” she said so quietly it was almost a whisper. “Fine.”

She raised her arms in front of her face, and the sleeves of her robes fell back to her elbows. Each of her hands had six fingers, and each finger had six digits. Her skin was a deep amber color, but it was soft flesh and not hard chitin. Strange patterns flowed up her arms and slowly revolved around their lengths to expose new designs as I watched.

Those delicate hands curled in to hold the bottom edge of her veil, and Ingrael folded it up and secured it to the brim of her wide-brimmed hat.

Ingrael’s hair was a vivid shade of blue that glimmered like fiber optic strands as she pulled it out of her robes and let it fall on either side of her face.

“See, that wasn’t so terrible,” I said. “But what was it that I saw glowing under your veil?”

She folded her arms in front of her and entwined her fingers. She seemed smaller, more vulnerable like that, and I felt a twinge of regret for the way I’d pulled the admission out of her.

If she’d told you the truth, perhaps we could have made arrangements to leave before we arrived here. Then none of this would have happened. It is her fault, Avatar, not ours.

“This is what glowed,” she said, and removed her hat. She turned her head to the side to place the wide-brimmed accessory on the control deck to her right. As she turned back to face me, a trio of whip-thin stalks of flesh unfurled from the edges of her hairline. Their ends opened liked the petals of an exotic flower to reveal a glistening bulb of amethyst light at each of their hearts. Each of the antennae turned toward me in turn, and a swirl of emotions churned up from deep inside me.

“Don’t—” I started, but she cut me off.

“I did not mean to alarm you,” she said. “I should not have exposed this to you. My emotions are rampant, from all the danger and excitement. Please, allow me to lower my veil before--”

“Wait,” I said, and my pulse quickened. Her eyes were glued to mine, and the rich, azure light of her antennae embraced us like the warm water of a tropical sea. I reached toward her, and she caught my hand in hers.

“I feel you,” she whispered as her delicate fingers caressed my armored hand. “The real you, the one beneath the metal.”

She pulled my hand toward her face, and the armor sank back into my skin like ice melting under the sun’s gaze. It was strange, but I didn’t care. My entire life was strange, and if this woman wanted to touch me, the real me, who was I to complain?

My fingers cupped her chin and tilted her head up toward mine. She smiled and stood from the seat she’d occupied. She was a little shorter than Kira, barely five feet tall, and she stood up on her tiptoes to bring our faces closer together.

“What will you do if I guide you to the last of my people?” She asked, her tone bolder than I’d heard her before that moment. There was a power in her words, and a hunger, that called to something primitive in my soul.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked. Her antennae stretched out to brush against my helmet, and it faded away to lay my face bare to their caresses. My skin warmed to the glowing touches, and I ached for more.

“They have fallen from the path,” she said, her voice distant and wistful. “I fear the Final Light has corrupted them, and they cannot be saved. But they must have a chance to redeem themselves and follow me on the path to righteousness.”

My hands curled around Ingrael’s waist and I pulled her closer to me.

“They’ll get their chance,” I said, my voice coarse and gravelly with desire. “But if they don’t play ball, I will end their game.”

“That is the way it must be,” she agreed. She pushed her hands against my chest, and for a moment, I thought our moment had passed. A yawning chasm opened in my chest as I imagined her pulling away from me. I didn’t think I could live with that.

But, I released my grip on her waist and let her step back from me. Rather than retreat even further, though, Ingrael raised her arms over head. Something rustled beneath the sumptuous material as she pulled her hands down into the capacious sleeves.

Like a magician pulling the veil away from a magic trick, Ingrael shed her robes with a flourish. One moment, she was clothed from neck to ankles.

The next she stood before me with no clothes at all.

She curled her arms across her chest and crossed her hands at the wrists. As she bent her fingers backward to frame her face with the graceful digits, her hair seemed to move of its own accord and pulled back over her shoulders to dangle down her back. It dangled far below her waist, and each strand glowed with an inner light.

And then Ingrael turned away from me and my mouth dropped open.

A second set of arms curled up from beneath her shoulder blades and stretched over her head. They were strange, utterly alien, but they only made her more attractive to me.

“Do you see me as I truly am, Mr. Jay Lucas?” She asked, her voice quiet and suddenly shy as she faced away from me. “Do you find me too strange to desire when compared to the rest of your tribe?”

“No,” I said as I closed the distance between us. My armor flowed back into my skin as I curled my arms around her and pulled her body back to meet mine. “You are like no one I’ve ever seen, but I’m sure I’m like no one you’ve ever seen before, either.”

Ingrael entwined the fingers of one pair of hands with mine and pulled my palms up to cover her breasts. She was smooth and sleek, but the tips of her nipples were fever hot against me. She ground her ass against me, and her second set of hands looped back to grasp my hips. A small gasp escaped Ingrael’s lips, and for a moment there was only movement and heat.

“Do you want me?” She whispered, her voice as taut and sharp as barbed wire.

“Yes,” I growled and lowered my lips. I nipped lightly at the side of her neck, then closed my mouth over the curve of Ingrael’s throat. The sugary scent of honeysuckle engulfed us, and Ingrael tasted raw and wild and sweet. Her pulse throbbed against my tongue like the flutter of a hummingbird’s wings.

“Why?” She gasped, and her hands pulled me tighter to her as if she wanted me to crush her in my embrace.

“Because you’re what I need,” I whispered before I could think about the words that tumbled over my lips. I hadn’t known it before, but it was true. “Because you are beautiful. Because you are unique. Because…”

One of Ingrael’s hands eased between us. Her other hand raised and cradled the back of my head. She raised herself up with that arm, and the other hand guided my length deep inside of her.

“And I need you,” she groaned and hooked her ankles around the backs of my knees. “I will take us where we need to go, Mr. Jay Lucas.”

And she did, one slow, delicious moment at a time.
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Chapter 8

Kira chewed on her thumb as she watched the repair drones trundle between the manufactory and the landing pad. Her eyes never strayed from the scene though I knew her thoughts were far away.

She hadn’t reacted well to the revelation that our employer was the last surviving Chotlis goddess.

“I’m not upset, Jay,” she said as she eyeballed an enormous cargo drone loaded down with hull repair plates. “But I am worried.”

Ingrael didn’t approach Kira, but she spoke up loud enough for her words to reach every corner of Seymour’s flight deck. She tempered her regal demeanor with a humble tone, and I hoped that would help ease Kira’s tension.

“You are right to be afraid of what my people did in the past,” she said. “I am ashamed that the Final Light was ever constructed, much less unleashed in anger. If I had my way, such a weapon would never be used again. That is why I will lead you to where the last of the Chotlis have hidden themselves. Together, we will judge their future and ensure the safety of the galaxy.”

“And how do you propose we keep the galaxy safe from this superweapon?” Kira asked.

“We will destroy the Final Light,” Ingrael said.

Myrin turned in her flight chair like a cat in search of a comfortable position. She eventually settled on leaning her head on one of the chair’s arms and dangling her legs over its other side.

“Someone needs to fill me in on this Final Light business,” she said. “I understand it’s a big bad weapon that scares the shit out of everyone, but what’s its deal, exactly?”

Kira half-turned to face her sister, then snorted and pointed a finger at Ingrael.

“Ask her,” she said.

“I just did,” Myrin huffed, and for a moment I thought I was about to see the Alari sisters have their first fight. Then Myrin let out a sigh and gestured toward Ingrael. “Fine. Will you tell me what’s going on with this thing?”

Ingrael folded her legs beneath her as she settled into another flight chair. She crossed her arms over her abdomen and leaned forward to rest her chin on her steepled fingertips. She still wore her ornate, wide-brimmed hat, but had removed the veil so the team could see her face. If that gesture was supposed to put everyone at ease, it didn’t seem to be working on Kira.

“It is important to understand the position of the Chotlis at the time the Final Light was deployed,” she began.

Kira shot Ingrael a sharp look accompanied by a short jerk of her head.

“I know you do not agree with what occurred, Ms. Kira Alari,” Ingrael said, an iron edge beneath her words, “but the Chotlis were cornered by the same foe your Heresy now battles. We were pushed to the brink of extinction and our reaction was that of a people without hope.”

“Your people,” Kira said, her face flushed, and her voice tight with anger, “were murderers. Pirates. Barbarians who laid waste to countless hapless trading vessels and peaceful space stations. What the Dominion did was wrong, but your people weren’t much better.”

“Perhaps you’re right,” Ingrael said and turned her face toward the floor. “I apologize for attempting to defend the indefensible. I will stick to the basic truths. The Final Light is the only known warp weapon. When fired it opens a breach between causal space and the warp.”

Myrin sat up in her chair and slapped her feet on the deck.

“That’s not possible,” she said. “The warp isn’t a real place, it’s a state of being. Our drives push us out of causal reality into a differential quantum state without relativistic space, but it only persists as long as we are using —”

“She’s telling the truth,” Syrl said, her voice dark. “My parents were traders who heard the story from first-hand witnesses. They told me the tale many times to be sure I understood how strange and dangerous the universe can be. The Final Light was only fired once, but whatever it unleashed from the warp convinced the Dominion the Chotlis had to be exterminated alongside their weapon.”

Kira turned away from the viewscreen and leaned back against the hull. She crossed her legs in front of her and shoved her hands into the pockets of her armored jumpsuit. She stared at the toes of her boots for a long moment, but none of us could tear our eyes off her. She had that effect on people when she was passionate about something, and she was definitely passionate about Ingrael’s people.

“But the Dominion didn’t finish the job,” Kira said with a grim smile. “And now the Chotlis are back with a new Final Light. All they need now is a goddess to fire it.”

“I would never let them do that,” Ingrael responded. She stood from her chair and approached Kira but stopped short at the look on Kira’s face.

“What if you don’t have a choice?” Kira asked. “What if they take you prisoner and force you to pull its trigger? What will happen if they turn that weapon on us? On Jay?”

Kira put a hard emphasis on my name and looked at me as she said it. There was something in her eyes, not jealousy, but knowledge. She knew what had happened between Ingrael and me, and it bothered her. It couldn’t just be the sex because Kira was more open-minded about that sort of thing than anyone I’d ever met, but she was upset about Igrael being one of the Chotlis.

“I would die first,” Ingrael said. Her antennae rose from her forehead and stretched toward Kira, but the cold blue light was dim and uncertain. “I do not wish for the Final Light to be fired again. It is too dangerous, too disruptive to our reality. But I also do not wish to see my people exterminated. Not all of them agree with the fanatics who have returned. Some will side with me against the terrorists. Some can be redeemed and we can start our society anew.”

This may come as a surprise, but I concur with Kira. It is too risky to bring this woman anywhere near that doomsday weapon. We should end her now and harvest her soul. Quick and easy. It is the heroic thing to do.

“I know it’s dangerous to go after the Chotlis with Ingrael onboard,” I said. “But dangerous is kind of what we do. We’ll take Ingrael to the Chotlis and give them a chance to do the right thing. If they don’t, we’ll wipe them out and dismantle their shitty little death ray. That’s the deal.”

For a moment, no one said anything. Syrl and Myrin kept their lips zipped and their eyes focused on the floor. I didn’t think Kira and Ingrael were mad at each other, but neither of them was happy with the situation they found themselves in. Kira wanted to protect the galaxy from a horrifying fate. Ingrael wanted to save the last of her nearly dead civilization.

“And then what?” Kira finally asked. “If we sort the good Chotlis from the bad Chotlis, what happens to them? Even the knowledge of the Final Light is too dangerous for the Dominion to ignore. They’ll spare no expense hunting down Ingrael and any others of her race that are still alive. They won’t rest until anyone who could build any version of that weapon is nothing but ash, or until they figure out how to build it themselves.”

“Which is why we need you,” Ingrael said. She emphasized the last word and nodded her head toward Kira. “And I believe you need us. There are few Chotlis remaining, but we would make powerful allies for the Heresy.”

Kira chewed on her lower lip and turned away from the rest of us. She drummed her fingers on the lower edge of the viewport and stared at the monotonous parade of trundling drones. The robots had only been up and running for an hour or so, but they’d already repaired the worst of the damage to The Eroka. It wouldn’t be long before the luxury cruise liner was ready to limp off to a full-service repair facility.

Which was a good thing because we couldn’t hang around here for much longer. The Chotlis had tried to cover their tracks, but by now one of the Dominion’s listening posts would’ve picked up on what had happened on Iregnum-3. No one wanted to be here when the goon squad showed up to kill everyone.

“We could use them,” I said to Kira, careful to keep my voice calm and neutral. She needed a chance to think through the implications of having the Chotlis on our side. “We won’t ever use something like the Final Light, but if the Dominion thinks we could…”

She looked over her shoulder at me and raised an eyebrow. I could see the gears turning in her mind as her thoughts moved toward a decision.

“The Heresy could never openly admit we were working with you,” she said to Ingrael. “The galaxy’s memory is long, and I won’t have my people painted with the same brush that tarred your kind. But just the fact that you’re out there, and could strike at the Dominion without warning, that could be useful.”

It was Ingrael’s turn to look thoughtful. She didn’t say a word, but I could tell by the twitching of her antennas that she was eager to make a deal. Still, she was the goddess of one of the galaxy’s most feared races. Negotiating wasn’t new to her.

“If we are to be your bogeyman, then we would need something in return,” she said. “Protection. An assurance that we won’t be used as a pawn in your war. I will not save the lives of my people just to throw them away for your cause.”

“Nothing’s free,” Kira shot back. “We can provide a degree of protection for you, but the Heresy is at war with the Dominion. Whatever safety we have to offer is limited. But, we will help if, and only if, in return your people fight in our war.”

I like it when they’re feisty like this. If I gave them both a knife, do you think they would fight?

“We're not going to try that,” I muttered. “Be cool, Seymour.”

For a moment, I thought Ingrael would shoot Kira’s offer down. I wouldn’t have blamed her because it wasn’t a great deal. Sure, we were going to help rescue some of her people from the terrorist faction that currently ruled them, but only if those same people agreed to stick their necks out and go toe-to-toe with the Dominion. It was a tough call for any leader to make.

Ingrael lowered her head, crossed her fingers, and then let out a deep sigh.

“I did not want to return to public life as a warrior, or a martyr,” she said. “I began this journey in the hopes I could hide who I was forever, and such choices would not be required. But, that is not to be. Very well, my people will fight for your cause. And, in return, you will shelter us as best you are able.”

Kira kept her face an emotionless blank as she walked across Seymour’s flight deck to Ingrael. She stopped in front of the goddess and extended her hand.

Ingrael grasped it and closed her delicate fingers around Kira’s. She shook it gently and then leaned forward to whisper something to Kira.

The violet-eyed leader of the Heresy leaned back for a moment, and then a wide grin split her face. She wrapped an arm around Ingrael’s shoulders and pulled her into an embrace. I couldn’t hear what she said, but I saw her lips move next to Ingrael’s dainty ear.

They both laughed for a moment, squeezed one another tightly, and then backed away a little tentatively, as if they weren’t sure what had just happened. All the tension in the room evaporated at the sight of the two women suddenly at ease with one another. The wall between them had come tumbling down, and no one had been crushed by one of its bricks.

“What the fuck was that all about?” I muttered.

You. And the propensity for you to insert parts of your body into the bodies of any female in your vicinity.

“Fair enough,” I grumbled. And then louder so everyone could hear me, “Now that we’ve all buried our hatchets, can we get the fuck out of here before the Dominion shows up to try to kick our asses?”

“Let’s hang out a while,” Myrin said. “We’ve already killed all the bad guys here, and I’m ready for a new batch.”

Ingrael had already helped Seymour extract the information we needed from the navigational data core aboard the destroyed pirate vessel, and the data had showed that we were just a short jump away from the hidden stronghold of the Chotlis terrorists.

“You have any idea how many of them there are?” I asked Ingrael. “Because I’d hate to fly all the way out there to get ambushed by a few million of the fuckers.”

She pondered that for a moment, then gave me a quick shake of her head.

“There will not be that many,” she said. “And if I have some time to prepare myself, they will not even see us coming.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Syrl asked.

“It means there is more to be gained from an alliance with the Chotlis than rumors of the Final Light,” Ingrael said with a cryptic half-smile. “Can I have a place to rest?”

“Syrl, can she sleep in your room?” I asked.

The huntress nodded and gestured for Ingrael to follow her off the flight deck.

“Let’s get the fuck outta here,” I said.

Seymour didn’t have to be told twice. By the time the sentence was out of my mouth we were halfway to the force screen.

I walked over to Kira and gave her a quick pinch on the cheek.

“What was that all about?” I asked. “Jealous?”

She threw her head back and laughed at that, then took the sting out of that with a quick kiss on the tip of my nose.

“I’m not the jealous type,” she said. “Though next time you decide to bang the legs off our employer, you might want to remove your earbud.”

“What? I thought you could learn something,” I said with a laugh.

“Get out of that armor so I can smack you around,” Myrin said from her chair. Then she grinned at her sister and asked, “You weren’t really going to kill her, were you?”

Kira pretended to ponder the question for a moment. She looked out the viewscreen as we passed through the brilliant blue force screen and into the velvety black void of space.

“I don’t think I’d have killed her,” she said. “We have to go to wherever the Chotlis are, anyway. If they do have the Final Light, it can’t be allowed to survive. I don’t know everything about it, but if the weapon is so terrifying that the Dominion prefers to destroy it rather than risk using it themselves, then it’s probably best we don’t leave it running around loose in the universe.”

“But you still had to wring a treaty out of her?” I asked, with a shake of my head. “Are you ever not a politician?”

She tilted her head to one side and winked at me.

“I’m only a politician if I’m wearing clothes,” she said. “And I’m a little tired of being a politician right now, truth be told.”

She tugged at the zipper on the front of her jumpsuit and wiggled her eyebrows in my direction.

“Very tempting,” I said. “But there’s something I need to take care of before we go to war with the Chotlis.”

Kira pouted at me and pulled her zipper back up to her throat.

“Fine,” she said. “I guess she really did take a lot out of you.”

In response, I snatched Kira off the deck and threw her over my shoulder with one arm. She giggled and swatted at my back until I spun her around and dangled her off the floor by her ankles.

“Oh, no,” I said. “I’m so exhausted from my latest carnal encounter I might drop whatever I’m holding in my hand.”

“Put me down and get out of here,” Kira laughed.

“Catch,” I said and gently tossed her into Myrin’s lap. “I’m off for a training montage. Prepare to be impressed.”

Oh, good. My favorite part of the day.

I headed for the Soul Forge but paused for a moment outside of Syrl’s room. The door was closed, but I could hear murmured voices from the other side. I hesitated, considered knocking on the door to see what they were talking about, and then thought better of it. Better if they all learned to get along without me sticking my nose into their business.

An excellent plan.

The Soul Forge was eager and waiting for me when I arrived. The transfer block was already in position, and I slapped my hand against it and let the souls flow out of me in a rush.

The memories flooded through my mind as every death took its moment in the spotlight. When the last of the souls had been loaded into the Soul Forge, I pulled my hand away from the transmission block and summoned the upgrade panels.

Before I began, though, there was a question I needed to ask Seymour.

“Explain to me why I’m not getting any souls for that ship we broke,” I said. “I was clearly the direct cause of the deaths of everyone aboard that vessel.”

There was a moment of silence and I could feel Seymour’s thoughts churning against my own as we flickered through the world between worlds that was the warp. A scabrous tail slithered past the corner of my vision, but by the time I turned my head to see what the hell it was, it was long gone.

If the Final Light laid bare all the horrors which were hidden within the warp, I wanted nothing to do with it. The instant I saw that thing I was going to pack explosives around it and blow it straight to hell. No one needed that shit.

I should’ve explained this to you on Koroshi, but it slipped my mind in all the excitement. While you did destroy the vessel, and that caused the deaths of everyone aboard, you did not actually kill any of those people.

“That sounds like some serious bullshit rationalization,” I said. “How is destroying the ship and killing the people aboard any different from me pointing a gun at someone and pulling the trigger?”

First, there is the matter of intent. When you aim at a specific target and fire a bullet into its brain, you are aware of that target and intend to kill that creature.

I pondered that for a moment as I flipped through the upgrade options available to me. I’d killed a bunch of bug people with my claws, shot a few with a stolen rifle, and then turned a bunch more into crispy critters during my sweet electrical swan dive into the midst of the swarm on its way back to guard the warehouse. That all added up to a very tidy three hundred and fifty-six souls ready for me to transform into some useful superpowers.

“These Chotlis probably live in fucking warrens and shit, right?” I asked Seymour. “Like big ol’ termite mounds or anthills?”

That seems like a logical extension of their biology. Their lair is most likely a maze of twisty little passages, all alike.

“I think I’ve got the answer for that shit,” I said, and flicked down through my list of upgrades until I found what I was looking for.

HUD:

Level 1 -- Vision is enhanced so that Avatar receives data feed. COST: ALREADY PURCHASED.

Level 2 -- Vision is enhanced so that Avatar can see in the thermal, infrared, and ultraviolet spectrums. COST: 100 souls.

Level 3 -- Avatar’s vision now shows a reticle projection of any firearm they hold. Enemy sight paths are highlighted so that Avatar can easily see where their weapons are pointing. COST: 250 souls.

Level 4 -- Avatar can interface with most computer systems and override their native programming. COST: 500 souls.

Level 5 --. Avatar can remotely interface with all computer systems and reprogram their directives. COST: 1,000 souls.

DARK PROPHET -- Avatar foresees the next two seconds of movement of those around him. All computer or AI programs follow Avatar’s will. COST: 5,000 souls.

“Gimme levels two and three of HUD, Geeves,” I said.

A strange crawling sensation took up residence behind my eyes, and the world surrounding me became an acid trip kaleidoscope of shifting colors and flickering outlines.

“Whoa,” I said in my best Keanu Reeves imitation. “What am I seeing?”

All infrared and ultraviolet spectrums. You are also able to see a short distance into the electromagnetic spectrum though I would not rely on that to be accurate. It is a side effect, not a primary ability.

“Kill the lights,” I said.

Darkness filled the Soul Forge, but my newly enhanced HUD picked up where my eyes failed me. The Forge itself was outlined in a throbbing red that showed me the heat emanating from its surface. A paler purple aura shimmered around the core of heat, and I instinctively knew that was ultraviolet light.

“Back to the soul harvest,” I said. “You’re telling me that if I attack a spaceship and blow it up, I won’t get credit for all the people onboard because I didn’t visualize their deaths clearly enough?”

That is a simplification of the process, but it is essentially correct. You were not aware of the souls aboard the ships on Koroshi, nor were you aware of those on the Chotlis ship you destroyed. Your intent in both cases was to eliminate the vessel. The deaths of those aboard was merely a fortunate side effect of your intent.

“Feels like bullshit,” I said. “But I guess next time I’ll meditate real hard on killing everyone onboard a big ship before I shoot it to pieces.”

That would be a noble, but ultimately wasted, effort. Your mind cannot encompass the enormity of so many lives. There is a gap between intent, action, and consequence you cannot bridge.

“Let’s say I drop a planetkiller bomb on some Dominion stronghold,” I said. “Hypothetically, that bomb could kill billions. How many will I get credit for?”

Most likely none. The gap in this case is between intent and action, because while you intend to kill people, your action is to drop the bomb. They are related, but the bomb causes the actual deaths.

“Ugh,” I said. “I don’t have the time or energy to debate the philosophy of death with you, so I’ll take your word for it. You don’t have any incentive to fuck me out of souls, since they help you, too.”

You are correct. Also, I do not make the rules of the harvest any more than you make the law of gravity. It is something I am bound by, but its intricacies are sometimes unclear, even to me.

“Fine, whatever,” I said. “But the electrical storm trick I pulled proves I don’t have to see everyone who dies physically, because I was fucking blind once the power kicked in.”

Very true, Jay. However, you were the physical agent of their destruction. The power came through you and entered the bodies of your enemies. You were a completed circuit in the center of their deaths. And you had seen them before you implemented the attack, so the line of intent, action, and result remained intact.

“Got it. If I want full credit for murdering assholes, I need to make sure I’m all the way up in their business when they die,” I said. “Turn the lights back on, this shit is freaking me out.”

We have several hours before we arrive at the target location. I suggest you sleep. And I mean actually sleep. If you and your women start fornicating, you’ll be exhausted by the time we reach the Chotlis base.

“Yeah, yeah, mom,” I said as I left the Soul Forge and headed to the flight deck. I hated admitting Seymour was right, but I felt like I’d been ridden hard and put away wetter than usual. Our whole escape and the slaughter of the Chotlis hadn’t taken more than a couple of hours, but I felt like I’d pushed every muscle in my body to the max.

Kira and Myrin were still hanging out in the flight deck when I arrived, and they looked as guilty as a pair of cats with canary feathers stuck in their teeth.

“What are you two plotting?” I asked as I threw myself into one of the comfy chairs.

“Not plotting, just wondering,” Myrin said. She nudged my boot with hers. “You trust her?”

“Not as much as I trust the three of you,” I said, and nodded my head back toward Syrl’s quarters. “But I don’t think she’s like the rest of those fanatics. She needed our help, and she’s willing to offer something to us in return.”

“And she’s hot as fuck,” Kira whispered with a giggle. “I’ve heard of sexual dimorphism, but this is insane. The boy Chotlis look like they fell out of a mad scientist’s reject bin, and she could get top dollar modeling on a hedonist enclave ship. No wonder she ran away. If I looked like that and had to fuck bug men, I think I’d go crazy.”

“We’ll keep our eyes on her,” I said, “and any other body part she’s willing to accept. But I don’t want to piss her off or make her run. Cool?”

“I’m not sharing my quarters,” Myrin said with a grin as she stood up from her seat and stretched her arms overhead. “But I’m cool with her hanging around for a while. I need to catch some shuteye before the shit hits the fan again. See you two later.”

“Yep,” I said. “I’d just come up here to suggest that very thing.”

Myrin ran her fingers along my shoulder as she passed me, then vanished from the flight deck with an exaggerated yawn that told me she wanted me to pay her a visit a bit later.

Kira leaned back in her chair and folded her legs up to her chin like a little kid.

“You think this is going to be bad?” She asked.

“Probably,” I said. “Isn’t it always?”

“This was supposed to be our vacation,” she said with a frustrated sigh. “I think I’m cursed.”

“Nah, just lucky,” I said. “If we hadn’t taken this cruise, those fuckroaches would have snatched Ingrael by now. The Final Light would have torn a hole in the universe, and then we’d really be neck deep in the bullshit.”

“Maybe,” she said, then covered a yawn with her fingertips. “At least I got us a new potential girlfriend. I’ve never been with a goddess.”

“It definitely helped me find religion,” I said. “Ten out of ten, would bang again.”

Kira rolled her eyes, then squealed as I zipped across the flight deck and tossed her over my shoulder.

“Put me down!” She giggled as I hauled her off the deck and to her room. I smacked Kira’s ass and tossed her onto her bed, and she grinned up at me through the hair that had fallen in front of her face. “Come in here.”

“Not now,” I said. “We need to sleep.”

“You’re no fun,” she pouted.

“He’s really not,” Myrin shouted from inside her room.

“He’s okay,” Syrl added her voice to the mix.

“I’ll be quick,” Kira said as she blew the hair out of her eyes and kicked her boots off. “You’ll have plenty of time to catch up on your sleep. I promise.”

As if to emphasize her point, Kira had stripped out of her jumpsuit before she’d finished speaking. She dangled her clothes on her big toe and wiggled her eyebrows at me.

“I don’t know--” I started to say, but Kira interrupted me with a quick flick of her foot. Her jumpsuit sailed through the air, and the light material momentarily blinded me as it sailed at my head.

“I do!” Kira shouted as she flung herself across the room at me.

Kira squealed when I snatched her out of the air with both of my hands around her waist. I held her at arm’s length and willed my visor away so she could watch me appraise her lithe, naked body. She’d been softer when we’d met, but weeks of combat missions had added layers of sleek muscle to her frame. She had ways to go to catch up to Myrin, much less Syrl, but Kira had transformed from a desk jockey into a capable warrior in surprisingly little time.

“Ten minutes,” I growled and spun Kira around to tap the door controls with her butt.

“Fifteen,” she growled right back as I pulled her in close. She wrapped her legs around my waist and curled both arms behind my head. “Brrr. That armor is cold.”

“Promise not to hurt me if I take it off?” I teased.

“Definitely not,” she said with a wicked grin.

Moments later, the armor melted back into my body and Kira melted onto me with a surprising hunger. She left a string of love-bites down the side of my neck as she ground down on me. I turned us again and braced my back against the wall as Kira bucked against me with desperate passion.

She arched her back and raked her nails down my chest as the heat of our bodies melted together and burned away every thought of the world outside her quarters. She pulled my head to her chest and moaned as my tongue flicked across the pale violet buds of her nipples.

All sense of time vanished as we clung to one another and plunged into a shuddering thunderclap of pleasure that left us both speechless for a moment.

Kira rested her head on my shoulder for a moment and blew out a contented sigh that raised goosebumps along the side of my throat.

“See,” she said, “fifteen minutes.”

“Good timing,” I said and hoisted her into the air. She grinned down at me as I tossed her toward her bed. “Now get some sleep.”

“Now I’ll be able to sleep,” she agreed, and rolled herself up in her sheets.

I opened the door without putting my armor back on. At this point, everyone onboard had seen everything there was to see.

“Night, Kira,” I called.

“Good night,” she called back in a sleepy voice.

“Night, Syrl, Ingrael,” I said as I passed the huntress’ door.

“Sleep well,” they called out together in almost perfect unison.

“Good night, Jay,” Myrin said.

“Good night, John Boy,” I muttered as I walked back to my room. “I need to find a nice Earth girl to add to the mix. Someone who gets my jokes.”

Perhaps. But then you would breed, and this corner of the galaxy would soon be overrun by your offspring. Is that what we really need?

“Fuck you,” I said, and flopped down on my bed.

After I absorb the details of the Chotlis organic machinery, perhaps…

Fortunately, I fell into a dreamless sleep before Seymour could elaborate on that.

And woke up what felt like a half-second later.

Oh, my. You should come to the bridge.

“Wake ‘em all up,” I said as I jumped out of bed and summoned my armor around me. I made it to the flight deck in a few seconds and took a deep breath when I saw the mess on Seymour’s viewscreen.

“How fucking many?” I asked after I’d caught my breath.

Hundreds.

Chotlis ships of all shapes and sizes floated around a smoldering chunk of asteroid pocked with craters and shattered peaks. The patterns of light and dark on its surface gave it the sinister appearance of a deformed skull that glared right at us.

We’d never be able to fight that many, not even if we could get Heresy back-up. How had this many fuckroaches stayed hidden for this long?

“They’ve been asleep,” Ingrael whispered as she joined me at the viewport. “They slept and dreamed of a darker future where they could wreak vengeance upon their enemies. They did not need to hide. They had only to wait to be forgotten.”

“Looks like they’re awake now,” I growled. “Did you know there would be this many waiting to jump on us?”

“No,” Ingrael said, her hands raised defensively before her. “You must believe me, I had no idea there would be so many of my people still alive. The Dominion devastated us. I had assumed only a small number had survived to flee. This is as much of a surprise to me as it is to you, Mr. Jay Lucas.”

“Great,” I sighed.

“Do not despair,” she said, and the surrounding air filled with the scent of honeysuckle. “They would never suspect I would come here after I slipped their clutches on Iregnum-3. They are not prepared for what approaches.”

“And what is that?” I asked.

“Their doom,” she said, and her antennae glowed like fire as the flight deck filled with a slaughterhouse stink.
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Chapter 9

I stared at Ingrael long enough for the rest of the team to show up. I couldn’t decide if I was pissed or disappointed at this turn of events, so I chose to hold my breath and count to ten before I started shouting.

“That is a lot of ships,” Myrin said. She let out a long whistle and asked, “How many are out there, Seymour?”

A red zero appeared in the upper right hand of the viewport. A scarlet box bounded an enemy ship, and the zero became a one. Then more boxes lit up around more fighters, and the number climbed so quickly it became an indecipherable blur. It finally settled down on a tally that made us all catch our breath.

Three hundred and fifty-six enemy fighters and one asteroid installation that could, in theory, hold three times that many.

“We’re going to need a bigger ship,” Syrl said, and everyone stared at me when I burst out laughing.

“It’s from a movie about a shark,” I started, then waved them all off. “It was funny. Trust me.”

“Might as well be a thousand,” Myrin said. She strode forward to gaze at the viewport. “How are we going to kill all of these fucksticks?”

Kira tried to say something, but Ingrael interrupted her by spreading all four of her arms wide as if she wanted to encompass every one of us in an embrace. I noticed her gown had cleverly cut side panels that opened to allow her extra limbs freedom but were invisible if she wanted them to be. She was full of surprises.

“Do not worry,” she said. “These are my people. They will not stop us.”

I shook my head at her assurances.

“They were going to kidnap you,” I said. “And you were powerless to keep yourself safe. Why do you think you’ll be able to prevent these assholes from shooting us into itty bitty specks of space dust?”

“You do not understand,” Ingrael responded, and the frustration was evident in her voice. “They will not stop us. They cannot stop us.”

So far, none of the ships had moved in our direction. No challenges had barked through the comm channels, so maybe they hadn’t noticed us. But that couldn’t last. Eventually one of the bugfucks would look our way and scoot over to check us out. They might not recognize us as the assholes who wiped out their kidnapping force on Iregnum-3, but it wouldn’t be long before they decided they didn’t know us.

Then the fireworks would begin.

“We can’t stay here,” I said. “There are too many Chotlis for us to fight, and if they get their hands on Ingrael, the whole galaxy is fucked in the ear with a grapefruit spoon. Let’s get her out of here and figure out what to do about the rest of these knobs later.”

Again, Kira tried to say something, and again Ingrael interrupted her with her actions. The Chotlis goddess stepped in front of me and clasped one pair of hands on my cheeks and the other on my shoulders. Her antennae glowed a furious shade of scarlet, but her eyes were wide and placid. I didn’t feel any anger from her, just an intensity. A need.

“Listen to me, Mr. Jay Lucas. My people and I are bound together,” she said each word with the slow and emphatic care I’d seen parents use with children in the midst of a tantrum. “When I am near enough of them, my power is greater than when I am alone. Trust me. I can get us to the Final Light without a fight.”

There is an energy surrounding her, Avatar. It feels like the power of souls, but they are not unfettered nor are they harvested. It is as if she had many souls within her, but even more souls are somehow tied to her.

“So that’s the plan? Trust you,” I muttered to myself. “And what happens if you’re wrong? Then what do we do?”

“Let’s do it,” Kira said through a yawn. Her thin nightshirt was open to her waist, and it didn’t look like she wore anything beneath. Syrl sported her bone armor, but she’d also kept the ceremonial loincloth she’d swiped from the dead Chotlis captain. It was quite a fashion statement.

“You seem very confident this won’t end with all of us in the dirt,” I said.

Kira sidled up to me and wrapped her arms around my neck. She kissed my armored nose and then grinned.

“While the rest of you were sleeping, I made some calls,” she whispered to me. She winked and then raised her voice to reach the rest of the team on the flight deck. “This is Ingrael’s chance to prove herself. Don’t take that away from her.”

I weighed my options and didn’t like any of them. If I refused, and we all hightailed it back to Heresy territory, Ingrael would be pissed, and the rest of the ladies wouldn’t be thrilled, either. We’d also have a hot target on our hands, and the Final Light would still be floating around out there. On the plus side, we’d all be alive.

If we moved on the hunk of asteroid sitting in the middle of all those alien ships, we might be able to destroy the Final Light and get rid of all the bad Chotlis in one shot. On the minus side, we might all end up very fucking dead.

All eyes were on me, and I blew out a frustrated sigh.

“Fine,” I said. “We’ll give Ingrael a chance to show off her super powers.”

Kira booped me on the faceplate with her cute little nose and shot me a wink.

“You won’t regret this,” she said with a whisper, and then slipped away to head back to the flight deck’s exit. “I’m going to gear up while we zip over there. I’d hate to be naked when the bad guys see me.”

“You should try it,” Syrl said as she slapped Kira’s ass, “the distraction is handy.”

Myrin raised an eyebrow at her sister and then shook her head.

Ingrael fixed me with an earnest stare as if to reassure me of her plan. Whether she could do what she claimed or not, she believed she could. Fuck it. YOLO, as the kids say.

“Okay, Seymour,” I said. “You heard the verdict. Scoot on over to the enemy’s secret lair so we can curbstomp their brains out.”

Ingrael bowed to me and offered a grateful smile as she straightened.

“Do not go too slow, nor too fast,” she explained, wobbling one hand in the air before her face. “Maintain the correct speed, and I will do the rest.”

I am not Goldilocks. What is the right speed to keep us all from being destroyed by a colony of roaches with an overblown sense of self-importance?

“I need a little more information on what the safe velocity is, Ingrael,” I said.

“Move toward the asteroid,” she said with an entirely too-confident smile. “I will tell you if you are going to fast or slow.”

“You heard the lady, Seymour,” I said. “Accelerate until she gives you the word, then we’ll drift on in.”

Even if she does get us past the cordon, how many bugs do you think live in that asteroid? Two thousand? Three thousand? This will either be a glorious harvest, or a terrible disaster.

“No shit,” I grumbled.

Seymour’s engines pulsed smoothly as he accelerated toward the asteroid at an even pace. We still had miles to go before we reached the cordon, but we had to be within the sensor ranges of the closest ships by now. Any second, they’d see us, and then…

“Faster,” Ingrael said, holding her upper set of hands out a few inches apart. Her antennae pulsed and twitched in different directions as if they were separate living creatures. The central stalk twitched from side to side and rotated the glowing red bud at its tip in a semicircle, like a radar dish scanning for signals.

“Slower,” Ingrael said, and her hands closed to within an inch of one another.

Seymour decelerated, and then Ingrael slapped her hands together. The central bud rose straight up from her forehead and glowed a bright green.

“Perfect!” She cried. The outer antennae stretched up and forward, and the glow from their buds deepened to a warm amber hue. “I just need to reach out…”

My armor shuddered against my skin, and green sparks flickered to life across its surface as power rushed into Ingrael and then poured out of her in an invisible wave. A hunger swelled within me, and I yearned for the slaughter.

Souls. Somehow she is drawing upon the soul energy of her people without killing them. I had no idea this was even possible. How many souls do you think we’d harvest if we slayed her now? You should find out. For science.

“Not gonna happen” I muttered as I mulled over the implications of Ingrael’s power to harness souls for her own use. If she could teach Seymour a new trick or two, it might be possible to upgrade both of us without the need to harvest a hundred thousand souls.

“Do nothing,” Ingrael said. “I will tell you when to take action, and what action that should be.”

“All righty, then,” I said and settled into the chair Seymour had raised behind me. The rest of the ladies did the same, and even Ingrael relaxed into the supports Seymour curved around her legs and waist.

As we closed in on the bug fleet, I saw more and more of their ships, and had to remind myself to breathe as the tension escalated. All of us, except for Ingrael, watched the viewport as Seymour carried us closer and closer to our potential doom.

The nearest Chotlis ship was so close the details of its outline were clear. The front end was a swollen blister of chitin mounted on a long, skinny stalk of metal that connected it to a powerful set of conical thrusters. Thin, jointed appendages folded against the connector stalk carried batteries of beam weapons.

The ship’s nose was pointed straight at us.

“This is it,” Myrin said with a wan smile and reached out to me from the seat next to mine.

I squeezed her hand without saying a word. She was right, this was the moment of truth. Either we’d make it through the cordon without a scratch, or this ship would spot us, call its friends, and we’d be in for the fight of our lives.

Not my life. My previous Avatar and I once battled a thousand Infernarri blood fighters to a standstill.

I snorted at that and imagined Seymour going to war with the equivalent of a swarm of flies. No one fought a thousand enemy ships and survived, not even Seymour.

I sense your doubt, Avatar, but know that I was not then as I am now. What you believe is possible is but a fraction of a fraction of a fraction of the truth.

I considered all the upgrade options that still waited for my purchase and reconsidered my opinion. Maybe it was possible to be that powerful.

The ruby red tips of the nearest enemy ship’s laser batteries glowed brighter as we drew near. Suddenly, I couldn’t think of anything but how fucked we were.

One by one, the weapons moved away from the connector beam and swiveled at the ends of their extensions as if searching for prey to obliterate.

“Seymour,” I warned as the weapons rotated to face us. “Evasive—”

“Do not,” Ingrael said in a voice that sounded distant and alien.

A brilliant blue glow emanated from the Chotlis ship as it ignited its engines and began to maneuver.

“Goddamnit, Seymour,” I growled.

The Chotlis fighter moved in our direction, but then swiveled its nose away from us and rocketed away.

“Shitttttt,” Myrin whispered.

“Yeah,” I said, my mouth dry.

It was as if the ship both couldn’t see us and also wanted to be as far away from us as it could possibly get.

The next ship responded in the same way. It didn’t move at all until we were close enough to see its weapons pointed at us, then turned its nose and shot away like a cat with its tail on fire.

“That’s going to attract attention as we get closer,” I said. “Someone on the asteroid will notice that all of their guard ships just bugged out.”

“You’re a hilarious guy, Jay,” Myrin said. “Always with the puns.”

“They may notice, but they will not know what is happening,” Ingrael said in a slow, mechanical voice. “They will not respond in time to save themselves.”

But they will react, Avatar. And then we will begin the glorious slaughter from deep within their warm, gooey center.

We were close enough to the asteroid to see the glowing blue flicker of the force screens that protected its many launch bays. I stopped counting them at thirty and there had to have been at least three times that many.

And then the lights on the outside of the nest died.

“They’re attacking,” I growled. “Ingrael, do something.”

“I don’t understand,” she gasped. “The base itself is shielded from my mind. I can’t sense—”

A swarm of new fighters streaked out of the asteroid. For a moment, they seemed confused and unsure of where to strike. And then they all swiveled their noses to converge on a single point.

Us.

“Move!” I shouted to Seymour. “They’re moving to attack!”

I am well aware, Avatar. Allow me to engage with your improved HUD to increase our chances of survival.

“Do it,” I said. A sharp, piercing pain shot through the back of my neck and for a moment, I was everywhere and nowhere at the same time. I could sense every inch of my own body, but also all of Seymour. I had a thousand eyes scattered within and without my hull, and I saw everything in a shuffling blur of images from too many difference sources.

Relax, Avatar. You are in no danger. I am merely synchronizing our senses.

The multiple points of awareness faded to a dull background hum until my vision focused on the immediate threats ahead of us. I was still aware of everything around me, but until a more dire threat presented itself, I didn’t need that kaleidoscope of moving images to distract me.

The improvements to my HUD gave me far more information than I’d expected. The energy output from each ship’s weaponry showed me approximately how dangerous it might be and let me know when it would next be able to fire those weapons. The radiant infrared energy surrounding their engines told me their current thrust level and allowed me to extrapolate their potential maximum speed. Ultraviolet radiation flickered around the vessels and showed me the levels of their shields with remarkable accuracy.

Finally, red lines emanated from each weapon I could see and showed me where beams from those weapons were targeted.

“Holy shit,” I said. “This HUD upgrade is amazing.”

For a moment, I was so overwhelmed by the augmented vision that I completely forgot that all these ships were here to kill me.

And then the shooting started.

“Brace yourselves,” I said. “We’re going into evasive mode.”

As the blasts of energy poured toward us, Seymour flicked his wings to the right and pumped his engines in an erratic series of powerful pulses. The move jetted us up, back, and to the left all at the same time, while simultaneously tilting us sharply to the side to present the narrowest possible target to our enemies.

Seymour fired pulses from his cannons, and the plasma obliterated two of the ships as they turned to face us. The twin fireballs scattered the nearby ships into evasive action, but three of them were too slow to avoid the shrapnel and were torn apart. They spun out of control and spread more chaos through the orderly Chotlis attack formation.

That bought us a few seconds, but it wouldn’t be enough. There had to be almost five hundred ships out there, in addition to the three hundred that Ingrael was still holding at bay, and the only target for them to focus on was us.

Seymour fired again, spewing more death into the approaching swarm of enemy fighters, but it was like throwing a rock into a swarm of geese. It annoyed them, but it sure as hell wouldn’t stop them. There was no way we could penetrate that barrier of death and reach the enemy asteroid. The Final Light was out of our grasp, for the moment.

“Seymour,” I said. “Get us the fuck out of here before they pulverize you.”

Retreat is loathsome, but in this case I believe you may be right to withdraw from this potentially legendary harvest of souls. Even my advanced defenses and powerful weaponry are not capable of defeating such a mass of enemy fighters. Though, perhaps, this will encourage you to spend more souls on my upgrades than your own.

“Less bitching, more flying,” I growled. I shook my head at Myrin’s curious stare and focused on the viewport. There were so many fucking ships, and all of them wanted us dead.

Seymour spun away from his attackers and performed a barrel roll so tight I couldn’t tell which way was up for at least thirty seconds. Bolts of red flashed past the viewport in a blizzard of death, but none of them touched us.

At last, Seymour snapped flat and held a stable course.

Kira is giving me course coordinates. What do you want me to do?

“Kira, what the fuck?” I shouted.

“I have a surprise!” She said with glee. “Tell Seymour to follow the course coordinates I gave him and you’ll see.”

“Do it,” I snapped, and Seymour made a course correction even as I said the words. The new course put us at an angle to the approaching enemy ships, slicing our lead almost in half.

And then Seymour began to slow down.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I shouted. “We can’t stop.”

The terminal point of Kira’s course is just ahead. I did not wish to overshoot it.

“Kira!” I snapped. “What the fuck is happening?”

I couldn’t see anything ahead of us, only the empty black expanse of deep space dotted with stars and a single nebula swirling light years away from us.

Meanwhile, the enemy ships were rushing up our tailpipe like a pack of rabid assweasels looking for a new home.

“Wait for it,” she said in my ear with a giggle.

Seymour stopped. Blaster fire whipped around us, narrowly missing Seymour’s thin profile. A few hits boiled across his hull and left scorch marks in their wake. We hadn’t suffered any real damage, but that wouldn’t last forever. A few more seconds and—

One of the Chotlis ships burst apart and a shockwave rippled away from its corpse to slam a dozen more ships off course.

“What the fuck?” Myrin gasped.

Another Chotlis vessel exploded, and then another. Bright dots of brilliant blue light streaked in toward the rear of the attack formation, then abruptly transformed into the shapes of fighter ships dropping out of the warp. They unleashed a hellish burst of blaster fire and scores of missiles into the Chotlis vessels, transforming the neat and orderly attack pattern into a chaotic scramble for survival.

“I told you I made some calls,” Kira giggled through our comms channel. “Say hello to the Nightbird attack wing, some of the Heresy’s finest soldiers and pilots.”

May I engage?

We were still outnumbered, but it looked a lot closer to two on one now, rather than hundreds against one.

“How did you pull this off?” I asked Kira. “And, yes, Seymour, you may engage.”

“I’m carrying a transwarp communication drive in addition to my drone gear,” she said smugly. “I used the radio transmitter from Iregnum-3’s control tower to tell them we needed backup, and then I launched a courier drone into the warp as soon as I knew the coordinates of our attack. The rest was just working out the details.”

“You are amazing,” I said.

“Couldn’t let the Final Light fall into the wrong hands,” she said.

Seymour interrupted our conversation with an acrobatic maneuver that carried him through the thick of the fighting. He blasted two fighters out of his path and ripped open the cockpits of three more with his tentacles as he passed them. The Chotlis spun away from him, eager to get as far away from the freaky Death Ship as they possibly could.

“There,” Ingrael said, wearily. “Those ships loyal to me will depart the sector until I call them back.”

As she spoke, dozens of Chotlis vessels broke away and vanished into the safety of the warp. At least we wouldn’t have to worry about hitting friendlies, now.

“Seymour, playtime is over,” I said as the AI dismantled several other vessels with sweeps of his scything tentacles. “Get us in close to that asteroid, I want to end this.”

He hurtled through another cluster of enemy ships, then slammed his thrust to full and screamed toward the asteroid. Soon it loomed before us and we saw the force screens covering the mouths of its launch bays once again. Either it was out of fighters, or it was waiting to spring a big surprise on us.

Can you feel that, Avatar? All those souls yearning to be free of their filthy bodies and put to good use by us. This will be a glorious day indeed.

We were within a click of the asteroid when I saw it wasn’t an asteroid at all. It surface was too smooth and uniform, and it lacked any natural features as far as I could see. This close, I saw it was a rich, burnt umber color that gleamed with an oily sheen.

It was chitin.

“Is that what I think it is?” Myrin asked.

“Yeah,” I groaned. “It’s alive.”

Seymour drifted closer and closer to the living Chotlis nest, and dread clenched its fist tight around my chest. I hated bugs, and I was really going to hate being deep inside one of their disgusting nests.

“Be ready,” Ingrael whispered. “I have identified the best location for our entry, but you must be prepared to take advantage of it when its force screen goes down.”

Ingrael muttered something for a moment and all four of her hands flashed in the air before her. The tips of her fingers drew pale green lines of glowing energy on the space in front of her eyes and I felt the pulse of power run through the floating glyph.

“Now,” she gasped.

Seymour rocketed ahead and to the left before I knew what had happened. Kira squawked and caught herself on the flight deck door she’d just entered, while Myrin and I grabbed the arms of our flight chairs and held on for dear life.

A tiny blue line ahead of us vanished to reveal a thin, dark slot behind it. It didn’t look like a landing bay. It didn’t even look like a maintenance hatch.

“That’s a garbage chute,” I groaned. “You have to be kidding me.”

“It is the location closest to the Final Light,” Ingrael said unapologetically. “And a garbage chute was good enough to save our lives not so very long ago.”

A flight of Chotlis ships approached from our rear and fired a stream of deadly fire at Seymour. We didn’t have time to be choosy beggars.

“Get in there, Seymour,” I said. “Ingrael, as soon as we get inside, slam that force screen closed.”

Jay, are you asking me to fly into the nest’s butthole?

“Would you rather die?” I hissed under my breath.

As we approached the garbage chute, I spotted a problem. The opening to the outside was large enough to accommodate Seymour, but the chute itself was a narrow slit. There was no entry into the nest that way.

“How are we supposed to get inside?” I snapped.

“Fire,” Ingrael said, her voice low and quiet. There was a firm aura of command in that one word, and Seymour responded to it instantly.

Jay, I’m blowing open this nest’s butthole.

“Stop it,” I gagged as the familiar thrum of his cannons filled the flight deck, and twin volleys of plasma tore into the garbage chute. Fire blossomed where the plasma touched chitin, and hunks of alien armor tore free and drifted into the void of space.

Syrl burst onto the flight deck and shoved weapons into our hands. I grabbed my assault rifle from her and she draped my combat harness with the bolt hammer pistols over the back of my chair. Myrin jumped up and grabbed her sniper rifle off Syrl’s shoulder and also took a satchel full of long magazines from the huntress’s back.

Kira accepted her shotgun from Syrl and slapped it against the magnetic retainer on her left shoulder.

“Looks like this is it,” I said.

Ingrael closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and then exhaled slowly.

“I can only hold the force screen open for a few more seconds. Get inside,” she said.

I’m going to plunge deep into the butthole, Avatar. This is going to be exciting. I very much look forward to destroying an entire nest of these disgusting creatures. Make me proud, Avatar.

“Please stop with the butthole references,” I said as Seymour plunged into the hole he’d created in the side of the chitinous asteroid nest. His tentacles lashed out at the unfortunate Chotlis who’d been caught unawares by our attack and snuffed out their lives even as they gasped for air.

For a moment, I thought our hard work would be done for us. With their nest punctured, the Chotlis lost breathable atmosphere at a terrifying rate. In a few more seconds, half the asteroid would be out of oxygen. If our luck held…

But, of course, it is never that easy. The nest worked to heal itself, not by sealing the holes Seymour created but by creating an airtight layer of chitin to cover the original opening to the void.

It made a wall behind us with frightening speed.

“Shit, there goes the easy way out,” I said. “We don’t have to worry about the enemy fighter ships anymore, but we’ll have to blast our way out. Which way do we need to go, Ingrael?”

“We are close to our target,” Ingrael said. She sagged in the seat Seymour had created for her and clutched her head in all four of her hands. She took a deep breath to gather her strength and continued. “Those loyal to me have already fled the nest, but many still remain who do not want us to liberate the Final Light. The fighting will be fierce.”

She wasn’t kidding about that. Seymour had done a hell of a job wrecking this part of the Chotlis nest, but there were a shit-ton of the bugs inside this giant space piñata, and they weren’t going down without a fight. The viewport showed me the damage that Seymour had done, and what lay beyond, and I didn’t like what I saw one bit.

The whole structure was a vast honeycomb of corridors and chambers that all glowed with an amber light. The torn walls and ruptured cells all oozed sticky fluid which dripped down and solidified when it touched a solid surface. It was a gruesome sort of automatic repair, but that wasn’t the bad part.

The host of alien warriors who’d responded to our attack was the bad part.

A swarm of Chotlis poured down a hexagonal corridor off to the left on the same level as Seymour’s impromptu landing pad, their weapons at the ready, and their pincers spread wide as they screamed in a rage. The opening Seymour had blasted through the wall ahead of us took up three levels, and even more of the fuckroaches rushed toward us through the tunnels he’d torn open with his plasma cannons.

Small arms fire pinged against Seymour’s hull with the sound of old-fashioned popcorn cooking in my grandmother’s kettle on the ancient wood stove, but none of it would breach his hull.

On the other hand, we couldn’t sit here all day. The Chotlis would eventually get something big enough to crack Seymour open, and then we’d be knee deep in the shit. We needed to move, and we needed to move now.

“Which way to the target?” I asked Ingrael.

“I will lead us to the swarm master,” she said. “It won’t be far from here, and if we can destroy it, then this fight is over. The Chotlis will lack coordination, and I may be able to pull more of them to our side.”

“That sounds like a good plan,” Myrin said. She adjusted something on her rifle, and the long barrel retracted into the body with a faint slurping noise. “Lead the fucking way.”

Ingrael eased out of the chair Seymour hand created and pointed one long finger at a spot on his hull.

“This way,” she said.

Seymour opened a thin slit in his side, and we poured through it and hopped down into the nest. Hidden within his shadow, we were out of sight of the Chotlis streaming into the corridor to our left, but we weren’t safe from the bullets they threw at Seymour. Those ricocheted off the AI’s hull and whipped around us like angry hornets.

Allow me to help clear your path.

Seymour lifted into the air and faced the direction Ingrael had indicated. He fired off twin blasts from his cannon that streaked over our heads. The balls of plasma struck the charging Chotlis like falling stars and blasted them apart. Smoldering hunks of chitin flew in every direction, shredding the walls and carving a deadly swath through the fuckroaches themselves.

We had a moment of confusion when none of the bugs knew we were there. We needed to capitalize on it.

“Go!” I shouted and charged in the direction Ingrael had pointed. We plunged through a hole in the wall and into a hexagonal corridor that burrowed deep into the body of the nest. Unlike the exterior of the nest, the walls were not made of chitin. They looked uneven and rough, like mud daubed on to an irregular surface. Seymour’s attack had stripped some of that mud away, revealing a honeycomb-like lattice beneath.

And each of the cells within that honeycomb swarmed with tiny lives. The blind pupae wriggled and squirmed within the walls, and I could swear I heard their tiny screams as the fires Seymour had ignited found them and boiled them in the amniotic fluids that surrounded them.

I didn’t have time to dwell on that, though, because the Chotlis were no longer distracted by Seymour. He kept on hammering those who came from other directions, but he couldn’t fire our direction without hitting us. If we wanted to survive, it was time to get shooting.

“Spray them down,” I snarled, and led by example. I raised my assault rifle to my shoulder and squeezed the trigger. The stream of lead burst from its barrel and slammed into a group of Chotlis. The little suckers were packed in so tight together there was no need to aim. As long as I kept the muzzle pointed away from the ceiling and down the hall, I literally couldn’t miss.

“Assault crews are incoming,” Kira shouted over the gunfire. “We’ve got three boats breaching the landing ports near us now. Help is on the way.”

Syrl and Myrin followed my example though they didn’t have automatic weapons. They fired their rifles with deadly accuracy and turned Chotlis heads into greasy green sprays with every squeeze of their triggers. Kira sent her drones ahead of us, and the tiny robots went unnoticed until they opened fire.

Though the drones’ weapons were small, they were effective. They fired tiny darts loaded with explosive charges that detonated on impact. Each one blasted a hunk out of the Chotlis’s armor, which exposed raw muscle fibers and emptied the viscous slop of their organs out of the shells of their fractured torsos.

The Chotlis screamed and fell back, too confused and terrified to put up more of a fight. I slapped in a new magazine and fired after them because they’d eventually grow their balls back and come looking for trouble. The only good enemy was a dead enemy, and it didn’t matter how you made them dead. Shooting them in the back was just as good as shooting them in the face.

“Here,” Ingrael called from behind us. A section of the wall had peeled open where her hand touched it, and she gestured for us to follow her inside.

The secret passage Ingrael had opened for us was even more disgusting than the main corridor. In here, I heard the rustling of the still-forming Chotlis all around us, and the smell of organic rot filled the air.

“What is this place?” I asked as Ingrael sealed the passage behind us with a wave of her hand.

Another butthole, obviously. This thing is one giant ass.

We were plunged into darkness for a moment, and then Kira’s drones triggered their spotlights and lit our way.

“It is a crypt chamber,” she said. “No one will find us here. And it leads to the swarm master’s layer.”

“That sounds every bit as gross as it smells,” Kira said, her voice tight with nerves. “We’re in a grave, right?”

“It is not a tomb,” Ingrael said, her voice smooth and calm. “It is a crypt where the dead await their return to the world of the living through the glorious process of rebirth.”

As we went deeper into the chamber, I saw what Ingrael meant. Dead Chotlis were scattered across the floor, their shells cracked open, and their limbs pulled apart at the joints. Something had scooped the guts out of their carapaces, but they weren’t empty.

Clumps of larval Chotlis, each one the size of my hand, squirmed within the broken bodies of their ancestors. They tried to wriggle away from the light shed by the drones, but there was nowhere for them to go. As we neared the feeding grounds, the larva raised their voices in stark terror. They sounded like mewling kittens abandoned by their mothers.

“Fire,” Syrl said. “When we’re through here, this entire place needs to be cleansed with fire.”

Ingrael gasped at the suggestion and grabbed Syrl by the shoulder.

“No,” she said. “These are my children. This is the future of my people. They aren’t evil. They aren’t anything, yet. But if we guide them…”

“We’ll discuss it later,” I said. “We need to finish this before something else goes wrong.”

Do not rush on my account. These fools do not seem able to harm me and destroying them brings me great pleasure.

“We’re close now,” Ingrael said. “Can’t you feel her?”

I didn’t know how to respond to that, so I kept my smartass remarks to myself. I lead the way, my rifle braced against my hip, and walked in the light provided by the drones. The crypt chamber narrowed until it was barely wide enough for us to navigate in single file. There were no bodies in this part of the chamber, just smooth walls, floor, and ceiling that led to a puckered divot at its far end. Even the smell faded as we neared the end of the tunnel, something I was very grateful for.

“She is on the other side of this door,” Ingrael said. “I imagine she is prepared for us. I sense many of her guardians nearby. Let me go first, I may be able to talk sense to her so we will not have to resort to violence.”

“Fat chance of that,” Myrin snorted. “We crashed into her house, set a bunch of shit on fire, killed a whole ton of her people, and you think she’s going to listen to you?”

Ingrael smiled at that and unfolded her forearms in an elegant shrug.

“She’d better listen to me,” she said with a smile, and globes of glowing yellow energy formed in each of her palms. “I am her older sister, after all.”
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Chapter 10

The wall ahead of us opened with a faint tearing sound that reminded me of a knife sliding through a tender piece of medium-rare meat. The drones’ light was washed away by a powerful amber radiance that spilled in through the opening and flooded the surrounding tunnel. My HUD darkened to compensate for the sudden brilliance, but the rest of my party wasn’t so lucky. Myrin and Kira both cursed and threw their arms in front of their eyes while Syrl hissed and turned her face away from the painful glow.

Ingrael didn’t seem affected by the light in any way. A faint smile quirked the corners of her lips as she strode forward, blazing balls of energy floating above her palms. I considered stopping her, but then shrugged and let her go. I liked being Ingrael’s bodyguard, but if she wanted to stick her nose out and risk getting it shot off, I was not about to stop her. I’d hate to see her get offed, but her death would also mean the Final Light would never be fired.

I was okay with that.

“Sister,” Ingrael said, her voice raised to carry across the large room ahead of us. “Please, you have guests. You do not need to keep the Light so bright in here.”

“You,” a voice answered. The word dripped with venom and the kind of anger that can only be sharpened on a lifelong grudge against someone in your family. “You abandon your home, you murder the search party I sent to find you, and now you’ve attempted to lay waste to our nest? I should destroy those intruders you brought with you if only to make an example of them and you.”

That didn’t sound good, so I decided it was time to make my presence known. I stepped through the fleshy-walled opening with my assault rifle resting on my shoulder but ready to be put to use at a moment’s notice.

My HUD filtered out the brightest of the light, but everything in this room was still surrounded by thick golden auras. I spotted four of the enormous fuckroaches I’d fought on the capital ship on Iregnum-3, at least eight groups of six warriors each, and another eighteen weirdo mutants that knelt before the enormous golden throne that held their swarm master.

The mutants had thick torsos and enormous armor plates that rose above their shoulders like living barriers. I realized these poor fuckers had been mutated to serve as meat shields for the swarm master who sat behind them.

She was something else.

From the waist up, the swarm master very much resembled Ingrael. She had the same delicate features, the same trio of antennae floating above her forehead, and the same thin, multi-jointed fingers. She also wore zero clothing, so it was obvious to me she had the same breasts as her sister. They were almost twins.

From the waist down, however, the swarm master was something else entirely. She had no legs, and her torso sat atop an enormous translucent sac suspended on the backs of disgusting Chotlis with puffy, swollen sacs covering their shoulders, spines, and hips rather than the normal chitin I’d seen on the rest of the roaches. Something moved inside that disgusting tube of flesh hanging from Ingrael’s sister.

Actually, a lot of things moved inside her.

My stomach rolled when I realized just where all those tiny pupae living within the walls of this nest had come from.

Ingrael finally spoke again, tossing the glowing orbs into the air and then catching them in different hands like a strange, slow-motion juggling routine. The orbs shifted in color as they absorbed the golden light, and the illumination in the chamber dimmed to a more comfortable level.

“Dear sister, you know you are exaggerating the truth,” Ingrael said. “I did not abandon our family, I fled when you set assassins on my trail. And it was those same assassins, bolstered by numbers of your own soldiers, who were killed when they attempted to kidnap me. It is I who should kill you for the crimes you’ve committed, not the other way around.”

That got a reaction from the rest of the Chotlis. The overgrown roaches moved toward their mistress, who held them at bay with a simple twitch of her wrist. The soldiers stiffened, but none of them drew their weapons. None of the other bugboys in the room moved, either because they were used to these theatrical shenanigans and knew there wouldn’t be a fight, or because they were afraid they would get caught in the crossfire if a battle erupted.

“You have no standing, Ingrael,” the sister said. “Before our father’s death he named me the heir, and I was selected by the Consortium to lead our people when you vanished.”

My HUD had updated to display an overlay of the nest’s layout, and I saw the Heresy attack teams were on their way to breach the nest. If Ingrael convinced her sister to do the right thing, she could save a lot of lives.

“Weapons at the ready,” I whispered to the rest of my team. “If they move on Ingrael, we take ‘em out.”

“All you have to do is take your rightful place,” Ingrael’s sister snarled. “You will command the Final Light, and I will direct the rest of our forces. Our numbers grow by the day, and soon we will be in a position to take back what was once ours. And when we have the strength we require, then we will use our weapon and teach the galaxy to fear us once again.”

“Jyrael, if we use the Final Light against others, the entire universe will turn on us,” Ingrael snapped. “That is what led to our devastation in the first place. If we keep going like this—”

“Our conversation is finished,” Jyrael growled. “Take them—”

“Simmer down,” I said. “Nobody’s seizing anybody. You two need to work out your differences, right now, before I get pissed and kill every motherfucker in here.”

Jyrael shifted her attention to me, and her eyes were as cold and dark as coal mines.

“Destroy him,” she snarled, jabbing a delicate hand in my direction.

“Wrong move,” I shot back, and my soul blades slid out of their housings with a ringing hiss.

Two of the giant fuckroaches stormed toward me with their scythe-like claws raised to strike. Experience told me I had no hope of stabbing them to death, and I didn’t see any handy cargo straps to help me finish this fight, but I did have a couple of friends with me that I hadn’t had before.

I ran between the lumbering beasts and dropped into a knee-first slide that carried me under the swipes of their claws. The instant I passed between them, I leaped to my feet, spun around, and fired my assault rifle.

The heavy ammunition punched a neat row of holes straight up the first roach’s back carapace. Before it could turn to face me I charged forward and leaped onto him. I rammed my left knee blade into the first hole I’d created with my weapon as I slapped the rifle back onto its magnetic clip on my shoulder. Then I drew a bolt hammer and shoved its muzzle into another bullet hole.

I fired once, shifted the angle of the barrel and fired a second time.

The roach’s armored shell would’ve stopped the small arms fire without a problem and rendered the bolt hammer’s nastiest function useless. But since I’d already breached the armor, the special bullet penetrated deep into the giant roach’s body until it was well and truly surrounded by all those ooey-gooey vital organs. The compressed explosive in its tip detonated and unleashed the high tension coiled mono molecular wire trapped in the shell casing.

I threw myself off the roach the instant I pulled the trigger the second time, and I was glad I’d gotten clear. Apparently, the inside of those roach’s chitinous armor wasn’t nearly as strong as the outside, and my two bullets made a terrible mess. The monomolecular wire sliced the creature to ribbons as it expanded, and the beast collapsed into an ugly pile of bug parts before anyone realized what I’d done.

A constant stream of rifle shots drew my attention back to the entrance to the throne room, where Myrin and Syrl had both taken a knee in the shadows. Their shots didn’t have the same panic-inducing effect here that they’d had in the earlier corridor, but every headshot helped even my odds of survival in this melee, and I appreciated all the help I could get.

The second monstrous roach man roared at the sad fate of its fallen comrade and then came at me like a Mack truck armed with four katanas. It sliced at the air in front of me, behind me, and all around me, but couldn’t land a clean hit as the combination of my advanced HUD and enhanced speed allowed me to dodge and weave through its whirring arms.

My evasive maneuvers carried me into a rank of Chotlis guards who’d thought they’d earn some brownie points by forming a firing line to shoot the shit out of me. Unfortunately for them, I was a lot faster than they were, and the roach chasing me wasn’t very particular about who it carved up while it was on the warpath.

I jumped into the air, slapped my hands down on the head of one of the fuckroaches, and reverse leapfrogged over him before he knew what happened.

The giant roach in pursuit didn’t even slow down when it blundered into its homeboys. It slashed its way through the cluster of Chotlis, snapping off arms and legs, severing heads, and generally making a giant mess out of its allies. It was a glorious moment of carnage, and I loved every second of it.

You get exactly zero souls when the bug kills things, so I suggest you get back in there and continue the harvest.

“I know, mom,” I groaned as I spun and drove my right hand through the side of a Chotlis’ head. Bubbling green gore sprayed from the shattered remnants of his chitinous skull, and I kicked his twitching body into a pair of his pals to send them all tumbling to the ground. Wild red lines stabbed the air around me as the Chotlis’ rifles aimed toward the sky, and I proceeded to stomp their heads into the floor.

The big roach caught up to me and swung its four bladed arms in a bear hug pincer attack. I couldn’t block all four of the attacks, so I leaped above the bottom pair of deadly claws and counterattacked the top pair. My soul blades severed the big bug boy’s upper arms at the wrists, sending the deadly shards of chitin flying across the glowing chamber. One of the disembodied weapons caught a Chotlis meat shield crouched before the throne under the chin and pinned him or her, it was impossible to tell, to the stairs leading up to the dais.

I landed on the crossed blades of the giant fuckroaches’s lower arms, and it roared with frustration. It flailed its truncated upper arms at my head, I ducked below them and then leaped onto the creature’s shoulder.

An additional twenty regular-sized roach boys had stormed into the throne room, which brought the total up to fifty. The sound of automatic weapons fire rattled through the nest which told me the Heresy troops had boarded and would show up to give us a helping hand soon, but soon might be too late.

The new warriors decided if the giant fuckroaches didn’t care about their safety, they would return the favor. Several groups of six dropped to one knee, took aim, and all fired simultaneously in my direction.

The rain of bullets whipped past the giant roach’s head, and a few grazed my armor. It was time to move somewhere a little safer. I grabbed the giant roach’s mandible with my left hand and dropped onto its back. The fuckroach bit down hard on my fingers, but even its massive jaws weren’t powerful enough to penetrate the armor surrounding my hand. I dangled down its back, hanging on to that mandible for dear life, as I searched for a weak point I could sink my soul blades into.

Meanwhile, the Chotlis warriors shot the giant roach again and again, causing its body to jerk and twitch as the impacts plowed into its armor and punched into its internals.

A pair of drones whipped past me and attacked the guardians. A stuttering pop pop pop from the drones was answered by cries of dismay as explosions tore into the guards and sent them scrambling for cover.

“Nice work!” I called. “Keep it up, and I’ll give you a prize.”

The enormous cockroaches were armored monstrosities, but they had to have weak points I could exploit, because they still needed to move. They had flexible joints on every limb, but those weaker points wouldn’t give me the kill shots I needed to take the giant bugs out of the fight. The armor around their shoulders had gaps in it, which gave them room to raise their arms, but I didn’t see a fatal shot there, either.

But they did have to move their heads, and that told me the amount of armor around their necks couldn’t be a solid silo that immobilized their pointy little craniums.

“There you are,” I said as I spied a narrow chink in the giant roach’s armor. There was a gap where the back of its chitinous head met the top of the armored hood that protected its neck.

While the fuckroach chewed on my fingers in a vain attempt to sever them, and its buddies shot it full of holes, I dug the soul blades of my free hand into that gap. It was tough going, and it got a lot tougher when the remaining pair of giant roaches crossed the throne room and tried to pluck me off their buddy’s back.

“Fuck off,” I shouted as I lashed out at one of the new giant bugs with an armored boot that rocked its head to the side. The giant responded by swiping at my back, and I dodged the attack by pulling myself up onto my roach mount’s head.

That maneuver drove the enemy roach berserk, and it threw everything it had at me. Its upper arms slammed down at me while its lower arms came in from the sides in an attempt to take out my legs. It was a surprisingly adept attack, and my Hud showed me that all four points of the blades streaked toward the center of my body.

Which just happened to be right on top of my roach’s wedge-shaped head.

The roaches were fast, but I was so much faster than they were that it was almost laughable. Before the fatal attacks could land, I had time to use my free hand to slice through the mandible holding my other hand prisoner and jump away before the incoming blades could reach me.

There was a sound like the world’s biggest lobster being hit by a meteor, followed instantly by the wailing of a dying fuckroach. I landed hard, tumbled once, and then came up to my feet facing the throne.

Ingrael had moved in close to her sister, and the two of them were locked together in some sort of titanic mental struggle. Balls of light floated between them, shifting color as the two Chotlis leaders stared into their depths. They seemed very intent on the outcome of their battle, and a little too evenly matched for my tastes.

My enhanced speed gave me a chance to give the goddess an edge over her sister, so I unslung my assault rifle. My latest HUD upgrade showed me the weapon’s targeting reticle superimposed over my vision, and I put the glowing red box right on top of Jyrael’s smug little face, squeezed the trigger, and gave myself a mental pat on the back for solving that problem with extreme prejudice.

It was a perfect shot, too, and it should have split the swarm master’s head like Gallagher’s mallet pounding a watermelon. But in the fraction of a second before the bullet could reach Jyrael, a blast of energy lashed out from one of the orbs that surrounded the embattled sisters. My bullet vanished in a puff of emerald sparks.

“Well, fuck me,” I growled. I’d have to kill all the roaches and then deal with the swarm master. Maybe we’d all get lucky, and Ingrael would off her sister all by her lonesome. I turned my attention back to the enemies around me and prepared to continue the slaughter.

The roach I’d been riding like a pretty pony was dead or dying as thick gouts of sticky, gooey, green blood pumped out of its shattered head. The overgrown roach boy who’d attacked him had all of his stabby parts trapped by the corpse of the partner he’d just killed, which effectively took him out of the fight for the moment.

That left only one of the giant fuckroaches up and mobile, fifty or so guards armed with those slick black rifles, and seventeen of the kneeling acolytes who seemed content to stay put and guard Jyrael. I didn’t think the mutant freaks holding up the swarm master’s gruesome abdomen were a threat, but I added their number to the total assholes we needed to kill.

Piece of cake.

“Focus on the little guys,” I shouted, and tried to decide how to deal with the next giant roach. It looked even more pissed off than the first three had, but it didn’t charge into battle. Instead, it hung back a bit, and watched me as it weaved its arms back and forth in a defensive posture.

“Okay,” I said. “You want to box, big guy, let’s box.”

It had me beat on reach, but its footwork was shitty. It tried to shift its position as I moved around it, but it wasn’t fast enough to keep up with me. I sidled to the left, feinting a jab here and there to see how it reacted. Mostly, it stayed turtled up. Unless I tried to move away from it.

The second I opened some distance between me and the giant roach, it lumbered forward to get closer. My new HUD made it a snap to avoid its clumsy attacks, but due to its enormous reach I couldn’t get in to finish the damned thing off.

“Jay,” Myrin said, her voice dripping with sweet sarcasm, “I don’t want to trouble you, but we’re running out of bullets over here, and the bad guys just keep on coming.”

“Drones are out of darts, too,” Kira groaned. “The assault troops are in the nest, but they’ve got their hands full just holding their landing points. Looks like we really pissed off the bugs this time.”

I looked around the throne room and realized the situation would soon be out of hand. More guards flooded into the chamber from the open doors on the side opposite where we’d entered, and they’d keep coming as long as the fight raged on. I wasn’t worried about me at this point, but sooner or later the bugs were going to notice the rest of my team and take them apart before I could save them. I needed a way to end this, and soon.

The giant fuckroach who’d impaled his friend roared and tore his arms free in a shower of gore. Enraged, he pounded across the floor to join his friend in an attempt to stomp my guts out.

A flash of amber light snatched my attention away from the fuckroaches in front of me for just a moment. The sphere’s that orbited Ingrael and her sister spat bolts of power at one another in a brutal flurry that left them both gasping for breath.

The enormous roaches split up, and I knew I was in deep shit. They’d turned our little triangle of love and fun into a straight line of death and destruction with me trapped in its middle.

“Mr. Jay Lucas,” Ingrael called out. “There is an opening for your shot, but it will not last long.”

I glanced at the throne just as the glowing balls of energy that surrounded the girls disappeared in sprays of green sparks. Ingrael had brought her sister’s defenses down, but she’d dropped hers to do it.

I needed to end all this shit. Immediately.

My super fancy HUD analyzed the combatants around me and drew vivid scarlet lines that showed me the target lines from every weapon. I wove a path around those deadly lines to find an empty space, then lunged past their attacks to get out of the middle of the gangbang before I was chopped into bite-sized morsels by the giant fuckroaches.

I whipped my assault rifle off my shoulder and spun to fire at the swarm master before she could raise her defenses again.

My shot caught Jyrael in the shoulder and slammed her back into the throne. Her blood, red and slick and effervescent, splattered against the amber chitin behind her where it hissed and crackled like grease on a griddle.

Ingrael shouted in shock and reeled away from her sister with her head clasped in all four of her hands. She’d kept her sister’s mind locked with her own while I took the shot, so I guessed she must have felt her sister’s death.

The kneeling Chotlis before the throne wailed and collapsed to the floor as tremors wracked their bodies. The rest of the fuckroaches, the big ones and normal ones alike, gasped and staggered away.

“That’s the problem with all this psychic shit,” I said. “Super coordination is awesome. Gives you all kinds of advantages over those of us who have to talk to each other, right?”

I climbed the stairs to the throne and grabbed Jyrael by the long, golden hair that ran from her scalp like glowing threads. She moaned, and her eyes flickered from side to side as she tried to focus on something other than the pain in her shoulder.

“Getting shot sucks,” I said to her. I laid my soul blades across her throat and pressed them into her flesh until a single drop of bubbling blood oozed free. “But getting your head sawed off will suck a lot more. Tell your people this fight is over. No one else has to die today.”

She stared at me with those black shark’s eyes and I wondered, just for a moment, if she’d do something stupid. Then she realized I wasn’t bluffing. I didn’t want to kill her, but I would do it in a heartbeat if it would save my people. And if she did anything to threaten them, she’d be dead before she knew it.

“You have no right,” she spat through gritted teeth. “The Dominion destroyed our way of life. They took everything from us. This was our chance to strike back, and you want to take that from us?”

“You weren’t exactly all champagne bubbles and caviar dreams before the Dominion showed up,” I said. “I’ve heard all about you. Bunch of space age psychos who thought they could take whatever they wanted from everyone around them, right?”

“Jay,” Ingrael said. “There is nothing to be gained by negotiating. My sister has made it clear where she stands.”

“Last chance, Jyrael,” I said. “Give up the Final Light and you can walk out of this. Take the bugs who love you and run off to some corner of the universe where we never have to see you again, and you can live happily ever after. Make as many bug babies as you like. Knock yourselves the fuck out. The rest of them come with Ingrael for a different life. Deal?”

“There is no deal,” she groaned. Then she threw her head back and her eyes flashed with streamers of golden light.

“Nope,” I said before she could trigger whatever trap she’d laid for us and made good on my promise. My soul blades sliced through her throat like a hot wire through Styrofoam. Jyrael’s head came off her shoulders and her blood boiled out of the stump of her neck like an out-of-control soda fountain. Her body writhed and thumped against the throne, and the enormous sac of her abdomen burst and drowned the pathetic creatures that supported it in a wave of amniotic fluid and tiny little fuckroaches. Their corpses washed down the steps as the repulsive womb deflated and sagged into the mess below it.

“Jay,” Ingrael gasped and reached out for me as I descended the throne.

I wanted to comfort her, but I didn’t have it in me. It was time to wrap this up and get everyone to safety before the real bad guys showed up, and everything got too complicated.

“This is over,” I said. “Kira, tell your troops to round up the bugs and secure them. If they put up a fight, turn it into a bullet party.”

“On it,” she said.

The bugs in the throne room were still dazed and confused by what had just happened, and I didn’t give them a chance to recover. These were Jyrael’s personal guards, the ones she trusted to keep her safe above all others. Even without her alive to pull their strings, they’d be loyal to her cause. They had to go.

This is the fate of those who would cross us, Jay. They earned these deaths.

“Sure,” I grumbled as I put the guards out of their misery. It wasn’t combat, it was a simple slaughter. My soul blades Hoovered up their spirits as I cracked open their skulls and chests, and my counter rose and rose. Even the big bugs didn’t put up a fight as I sawed their enormous heads off their shoulders. Jyrael had done a real number on these assholes.

“Jay,” Ingrael said, her voice low and cautious as if she were afraid I’d lop her head off, too. “The Final Light.”

“The Heresy troops will find it,” I said.

“I know where it is,” she said. “I can feel it.”

Myrin, Syrl, and Kira had joined us at the foot of the stairs that led to the throne. Their faces were smudged with soot and traces of green bug juice. A line of corpses led up to the opening into the crypt chamber, but stopped just short of the door. The bad guys had gotten in close, but not close enough.

“Lead the way,” Myrin said. “Let’s wreck some shit.”

Ingrael nodded and guided us out of the throne room. The sounds of battle echoed through the nest. Short bursts of weapons fire were punctuated by screams as the rebellious Chotlis were put down. The Heresy meant business.

The path Ingrael chose was a smooth tunnel of glowing chitin. It was the source of the light we’d seen in the throne room, and as we traveled down it I noticed that all my companions had brilliant golden auras around them.

“What is this light?” I asked Ingrael.

“The connection that binds all the Chotlis together,” she said. “It is the power of life itself, channeled and focused into the power that makes us what we are. The more of us there are in one place, the more brightly it glows.”

Souls, Avatar. That is why your armor glows with the green light of lives claimed. This is fascinating.

We arrived at an ornate, rune-encrusted door at the end of the corridor and it parted before Ingrael to allow us into the darkened chamber beyond. The room we entered was larger than the throne room, but the light here was all focused on a single object in the center of the floor while the rest of the chamber was cast in shadows.

The Final Light looked like a cross between an Egyptian mummy’s sarcophagus and a howitzer. The ornate coffin portion was covered in enameled glyphs bordered with designs that glowed with a fierce golden light. A complicated contraption of crystals and gears and long, golden tubes crouched at the head of the ornate coffin, and a cold, iron barrel jutted toward the ceiling from the middle of those tubes.

“Ugh,” Kira groaned. “What is that sound?”

A faint whispering, like a hundred voices all saying the same thing in different languages, rose as we approached the Final Light. The sound came from everywhere and nowhere at the same time, and it made me want to claw out my eardrums to make it stop.

“The Warp’s Whisper,” Ingrael said. “It is the sound of the Final Light’s hunger.”

She approached the device, and her fingertips stroked its foot. Sparks of black light popped around her like fireflies from hell, and the whispers in my head grew louder.

“Don’t touch it,” I snapped.

This is an artifact like no other. It must not be destroyed, Jay. We need to study it. To learn from it. There is so much here—

“How do we make sure no one ever fires this thing again?” I asked Ingrael. The few seconds I’d had to study it told me everything I needed to know. It was an evil fucking machine, and the galaxy would be better off when it was gone.

“It is very powerful,” she said by way of response. “We must bring it back to your ship and burn it in the plasma of its weapons.”

“All righty, then,” I said. I walked over to the sarcophagus and grabbed it by the foot.

It rested on repulsor pods that made it easy to move, but there was a weight to it that went far beyond the physical. I dragged it a few feet before I had to stop as the whispers in my head grew to a thunderous din. They hated what I was doing, they didn’t want it to be destroyed.

Ten minutes. Just give me ten minutes to plumb the depths of this device and then you may do what you want with it. I will gladly destroy it for you once I have obtained its knowledge.

“That’s why it’s gotta go,” I said. “You should have watched Lord of the Rings. You’re turning into fucking Boromir. Nobody’s got time for that shit.”

“Are you all right?” Myrin asked. “You seem upset.”

“I’m pissed,” I said. “I just want to wreck this thing and go home.”

Though I didn’t know where home was, not really. Back on Earth? On the world we’d claimed for Syrl and her people? With Myrin and Kira on a hidden Heresy base?

Jay…

“No,” I said. “Not now, not—”

Something slammed into the nest so hard that the whole damned thing shook. Hunks of chitin fell from the ceiling of the Final Light’s room, and Chotlis pupae tumbled out of their hidden cells like a rain of maggots.

“What the fuck?” I asked.

The Dominion have arrived.
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Chapter 11

“How did they find us?” Syrl growled.

Kira blew out an exasperated sigh and ground her knuckles together. “Could have been almost anything. The message the captain sent to alert them of our arrival could have been intercepted by a Dominion listening post. Maybe they traced transmissions between this nest and the Chotlis at the station. Maybe Iregnum-3 got off a distress call before the terrorists wiped it out. This wasn’t a planned operation, it’s been a clusterfuck from the start. No point in beating ourselves up over shit we couldn’t control.”

My thoughts raced. We had a Heresy fighter wing here, and three full assault boats worth of troopers. We could make a stand, fight off the Dominion while we destroyed the Final Light.

“How many Dominion vessels inbound?” I asked.

Kira held up one finger and pressed her earbud, then whispered something. She paled as the person on the other end of the communications line responded to her question.

“They didn’t send an assault wing,” she said, her words barely above a whisper. “They sent a World Breaker fleet.”

I hadn’t been with the Heresy long, but I’d been around enough to pick up the lingo. Assault wings were basically the same set up we’d used to attack the nest. Ten squadrons of twenty-four starfighters each, and a flight of four assault boats, each loaded with a hundred soldiers and their support crews. More than sufficient to take out a terrorist force the size of the nest we’d invaded to find the First Light.

But a World Breaker fleet was another order of magnitude. The Dominion force had ten full assault wings, a capital ship, three cruisers, and a half-dozen frigates. The fleet carried enough missiles and cannon batteries to reduce a decent-sized planet to rubble.

We couldn’t fight that with the troops we had on hand.

“Kira, Myrin, you two are out of here.” I knew they’d argue with me on that, but I wasn’t in the mood to listen to them, so I cut them off with an explanation. “The pair of you are the face of the Heresy. If the Dominion kills you, everyone loses. And if they capture you?”

The twins looked away from me, their jaws clenched, and their eyes narrowed to angry slits.

“What are you going to do?” Myrin asked. “Fight them? Die in the guts of this shitty little bug hive?”

Ingrael’s eyes flashed at the words, but she held her tongue. She knew she owed us for what we’d done here, and that the decisions we were forced to make now were far harder than she could imagine.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do,” I said. “But I do know that the Heresy can’t afford to lose you two and all these soldiers. All that matters is that you live to fight another day.”

All that matters is that you survive to continue the harvest of souls, Avatar. I can provide cover fire for your women, but I will not leave you here alone. The Heresy has more than enough ships to ferry your women to safety.

“Where’s the nearest assault boat?” I asked. “Get a unit down to the throne room, and they can get you the hell out of here before the shit smashes the fan to pieces. But you have to move, now. Whatever hit us must’ve been a long-distance probing strike. They aren’t in range to use the big guns yet, but they will be. You have to be gone before then.”

Kira muttered something, then stomped over to stand in front of me. She stared up into my faceplate with tears in her eyes.

“Our evac is on its way,” she said, and a single tear drew a pale stripe through the soot covering her left check. “We’re leaving, but only because you’re right, damn it. The Heresy needs us to live. Don’t do anything stupid, Jay. Come back.”

I tapped the end of her nose with one armored finger and shook my head.

“To do the second part, I’m going to have to do the first part,” I said. “It’s probably for the best you’re not around to see what happens next.”

Myrin slouched over to join us, her arms crossed over her chest. She gnawed on the corner of her lower lip for a moment, then lifted her chin and wiped a tear off one cheek with the back of her hand.

“You’re important to the Heresy, too,” she said. “You showed us we could fight these assholes. You proved that one good soul can turn the tide of even the darkest battle. Don’t throw away your life here, Jay. We need you.”

Their ride has landed, and we’ve secured the evacuation point.

A few moments later a unit of Heresy soldiers clad in ragtag uniforms and mismatched weapons charged into the Final Light’s room. They snapped to attention at the site of Kira, but she waved a hand dismissively in their direction.

“Thank you for coming, Captain,” she said.

The unit’s leader, a burly man with skin the color of a burnt orange peel and bright yellow armor plates sewn to his flak vest, nodded and swallowed a lump in his throat. I hadn’t seen Kira around her troops often, but it was clear they adored her.

“Yes ma’am,” the captain said. “If you’ll come with us, we have a clear path to our jump point.”

The twins stared at me for a moment, and I knew there was much more they wanted to say. I just didn’t have time to hear it.

“Get outta here,” I said. “You’ll see me soon.”

They nodded, and the soldiers led them away. I felt a pang of loss as they left but shoved it aside before it could take root. There wasn’t time for that sentimental bullshit. No one was dead yet.

And, if I had my way, no one would die.

“Seymour, do whatever it takes, but I need you in this room with this,” I said after Kira and Myrin were safely clear of the nest. “Try not to fuck up the architecture too much. If the Dominion gets wind of what we’re up to, my whole plan will fall part.”

Very well. If your strategy makes a bunch of Dominion assholes dead, then I am all for it.

I stared at the Final Light while I waited for Seymour to arrive. I hadn’t believed the doomsday weapon could be so small, and something told me the Dominion wouldn’t either. My plan depended on that.

Seymour burst through the floor and flowed into the room in an undulating mass of silvery serpents. If I hadn’t known what I was looking at, I’d have never guessed it was my AI. In this form, he was beautiful, but there was also something terrifying and disgusting about all those sleek tentacles writhing across the floor. It triggered a primal revulsion deep within me and Seymour picked up on that instantly.

You look lovely when you have to change shape, too. Oh, wait, you’re trapped in the same simple form at all times. Don’t be an asshole, Jay.

“Don’t be so huffy,” I said. “Here’s what I need you to do.

Within a few minutes, I’d explained what I needed to Seymour, and he’d wrapped his body around the tail end of the Final Light, forming a macabre attachment that added to the weapon’s sinister appearance. Unless somebody knew better, they would assume Seymour was actually part of the Final Light.

“Get aboard,” I said to Syrl. “Seymour, make a pocket for her and Ingrael.”

Syrl approached my transformed ship, her rifle clenched in her right fist. She paused as she reached him, then turned back to me.

“You are coming, as well?” She asked. “You will not stay behind to make some foolish last stand?”

I let out a bark of laughter and gave Syrl a noncommittal shrug.

“It’s going to be a little of both, I’m afraid,” I said. “But I don’t plan on dying here today. Keep an eye on Ingrael. I don’t think she’s used to our brand of crazy yet.”

The huntress nodded and raised her hand in a brief salute to me. A moment later, Seymour’s tentacles closed around Syrl’s body and wrapped her from the top of her head to the bottom of her feet in layers of thin, serpentine coils. The slender metal snakes retracted into the vessel, and Syrl vanished with them.

Ingrael watched it all happen, then stepped away from me. She unfolded her arms, wrapped them behind her back, and bowed so low to me that her nose almost touched the deck.

“I do not know if you understand what has happened here,” she said. “But you have my gratitude and the thanks of all the Chotlis.”

That got another laugh out of me, but this one was darker and less amused.

“There aren’t any Chotlis left,” I said. “This whole nest will be ashes within the hour. I’m sorry, Ingrael, but you are the last of your kind.”

It was her turn to laugh, but her voice was bright and hopeful. She raised her hands over her head and formed a pair of interlocking diamonds with her fingers. Blazing light shone through the design and poured over Ingrael.

“You may be surprised by how many Chotlis remain tomorrow. Whatever else happens here, Mr. Jay Lucas, you have done a great service to my people. And we will return that favor of yours.”

I thought of the Earth, a pale blue speck in the middle of the great intergalactic nothing and tried to imagine the Chotlis helping them. If the fuckroaches ever showed their faces in Kentucky, they’d probably get them shot right off before they could say, “Take me to your leader.”

“We’ll see,” I said. “I hope you’re right.”

Then I sketched out my plan. The impacts to the nest came more frequently as I spoke, and each blast hit harder. There was a chance my plan would fail; that I’d misjudged the Dominion’s purpose for coming after the Chotlis with such great force. If they decided to blow the whole nest into smithereens, we were fucked.

But I didn’t think that would happen.

“And you think they won’t notice your misdirection?” Ingrael asked as I finished my little speech. “Because if they do, we will all die.”

I waved her off. Worrying about things didn’t make them any more or less likely to happen. My plan would work, or it wouldn’t. The only way to find out which way the coin flip landed was to give it a toss.

“I’ll do my part, you do yours,” I said to Ingrael. “Trust me.”

That brought a smile to her lips, and she lowered all four of her hands into the folds of her robes. She walked away from me and Seymour’s tentacles lifted her off the floor and pulled her into his body with surprising gentleness.

I look forward to studying this one.

“Easy on the studying,” I said. “She’s--”

Impacts rocked the nest in a stream of blasts that felt like it’d never end. The explosions rattled my molars in their sockets and squeezed my heart with percussive fists as the nest jumped and jittered under the powerful impacts. Squeals and shrieks rang out from every side as the nest’s outer layers were shredded by the Dominion’s attack.

The women are onboard, Jay. It’s time for you to join them--

An explosion ripped the door, and the surrounding wall, away and hurled shards of smoldering chitin through the chamber. Organic shrapnel bounced off my armor and shattered against Seymour’s hull.

I’d been right. The Dominion had passed up a chance to claim the Final Light once before, and they weren’t going to miss out on the opportunity again. Every successful mission by Heresy agents weakened the Dominion. As we stepped up our assault on the Dominion’s power base, they’d become more desperate and more willing to try out unorthodox weapons and methods to wipe us out. They couldn’t stand to lose a weapon of this magnitude when the fight had become so dire.

They intended to capture the Final Light, not destroy it.

It was their greed and lust for unbridled power that would be their undoing.

Let’s get ready to rumble. And by rumble, I mean slaughter every Dominion soldier who gets anywhere near us.

“I wish,” I said. “But I think it’s time to hide. We’ll kill all these pukes after we finish our Trojan Horse routine to get us onboard their ship.”

Very well. But only if you swear a solemn oath to harvest all these souls when the time is right.

“Pinky swear,” I said, and Seymour’s tentacles whipped around me and dragged me into a cozy little huddle with Syrl and Ingrael.

The sounds of running feet echoed through the Final Light’s chamber, and I heard the Dominion commander bark orders at his troops.

“Engineers, align the tractor beacon,” he shouted. “Be very sure to adjust for the weapon’s size, it seems our information regarding that was woefully inaccurate.”

They’ve stuck something large on me. It’s making a very annoying noise. Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kill all of these fools for daring to touch me.

“I’ll give you two,” I muttered, “First, if you kill them all that’s a waste of souls I won’t get to harvest when we’re on their ship. Two, if they don’t come back to the fleet with the rest of their buddies, someone will know something’s wrong and they might decide to just blow us all straight to hell.”

The nest shook violently, and a loud, burring noise rattled through its halls. Long cracks ran down the chitinous walls surrounding me and a rain of soft plopping things falling down onto my armor. More pupae. The Dominion was tearing the Nest apart to get at the Final Light instead of having their troops drag it out themselves.

They are not destroying the entire nest. The vibrational frequencies of this event match to a rotary drill. The Dominion is opening a path straight to us. How very efficient of them.

“The extractor will be here shortly,” the commander shouted over the drill’s growl. “The Heresy is on the run, and we have what we came for. It’s time to pull back to the fleet so we can leave this goddamned sector.”

I heard the Dominion troops double time it out of the chamber and crossed my fingers. The sound of the drill grew so loud it reminded me of the time I’d had a root canal and thought the dentist was trying to drill straight into my goddamned brain.

If they damage my hull with that ridiculous extractor, I will snap it off and throw it back at them.

“Suck it up, buttercup,” I grumbled. “If you get feisty now, this whole plan is fucked.”

The extractor finally settled into place around Seymour, and we rocked side to side as the Dominion engineers measured our weight and prepared to haul us away.

“What are you laughing at?” She asked. Seymour’s hull closed over us and sealed us in absolute darkness.

“I had no idea there was Tinder in space,” I said.

My eyes adjusted, and I picked out the faint silver glow of Syrl’s tattoos in the darkness.

“You’re a very strange man,” she said with a chuckle of her own. “I like that.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I like you, too.”

How cute. Apparently the three of you are too heavy because they are sending a second extractor down. I imagine this will not be pleasant for me. You are welcome, in advance, for the sacrifice I am making for you.

A solid thump rang through Seymour’s hull as the Dominion fastened the second line to his hull. After a few moments, we rose from the Final Light’s resting place. The ascent was punctuated by a series of scrapes, bumps, and heavier impacts as Seymour banged against the opening the Dominion had created for the extraction.

They are very clumsy. Kill many of them for me, Jay. They must die for tarnishing me with their careless mishandling.

“I’m sure you’re fine,” I muttered. “But I’ll add that to the list of reasons to kill Dominion assholes.”

Thank you.

There was a final crash and then silence. We were outside the nest and on our way to the Dominion ship.

My crazy plan was working. Now, all we had to do was wipe out a whole fleet of Dominion dickheads.

Easy peasy.
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Chapter 12

After a few moments of silence, a pair of gentle bumps let me know we’d arrived aboard the Dominion vessel that would be transporting the Final Light. We slid sideways for a few seconds, then came to rest and a low thunk passed through Seymour’s hull as the cargo arm they’d used to haul us out of the next disengaged.

“What kind of ship are we on?” I asked Seymour.

An Interdictor. Though the warp inhibitor seems larger on this vessel than the last one we faced.

“Shit,” I grumbled. “That means the Heresy ships are still stuck in this sector. They can’t escape as long as this Interdictor hangs around.”

I wanted to reach out to Kira, but I couldn’t. Syrl and I had our communication buds, but we’d restricted them to short-range bands because if we tried to send or receive broadcasts of more than a few meters, the Dominion would detect the transmission and know we were onboard the Interdictor.

“Okay,” I said, as I pulled my thoughts together. “How many guards do you see outside?”

I see ten, but that’s just in our holding hangar.

Of course, there were tons more ready to respond to a problem inside the hangar in a few moments. A ship the size of an Interdictor held a few thousand soldiers aboard, and all of them would be thrilled to shoot us to pieces if they found out we were hidden inside the Final Light. There were too many bad guys for me to kill them all, but luckily I didn’t think I had to do that to win here.

“Hang tight for a few minutes,” I said to Syrl and Ingrael. “I have a plan to get the Dominion’s ships out of the sector, but I need to take care of something else, first.”

My battles against the Chotlis left me with some souls stowed in my armor, and it was time to put them to good use. Seymour needed some upgrades before we kicked off the fireworks show.

“Haul me to the Soul Forge,” I muttered to Seymour. I raised my voice loud enough for Syrl and Ingrael to hear me and said, “I’ll be right back, don’t panic.”

“And what makes you think we would panic without you around, Mr. Jay Lucas?” Ingrael asked with a teasing tone in her voice.

Seymour pulled me away before I could respond, and I found myself standing in the extra-dimensional space where the Soul Forge lived. Maybe we should’ve just hidden in here. There was no way the Dominion would ever find us in this place.

The women aren’t allowed in here. This is not for those who don’t understand our true purpose.

“Well, la-di-da,” I said. “Aren’t we fancy?”

I reached out and slapped my hand against the transfer block jutting from the side of the Soul Forge. The green lights on the obelisk flashed as the souls left my armor, and I felt a strange stab of hunger when the last of them had evacuated.

That was new. And I didn’t think I liked it.

“I’ll worry about that later,” I grumbled, and opened the upgrade panels. I reached over and tapped the Seymour side and a host of options unfolded before me.

I could use some more Armor. Shields would be nice, too. I’m not sure if you’re aware, but I’ve been getting smacked around a lot more often now that you’ve joined a rebel insurgency. I do not appreciate being damaged by your escapades.

“Sorry,” I said with a snap of my fingers. “Were not doing combat upgrades today. Those are handled on Wednesday. Right now, we’re going to focus on running the fuck away and hiding.”

Those are not my strong points. My forte is in death and destruction, mayhem and murder. We should stick with upgrade options that promote those attributes.

“First up,” I said and scrolled through the available powers, “Is one of the very first upgrades you ever asked me to purchase, Cloak, Level 1.”

I reached out and tapped the panel before Seymour could chime in with his opinion on my decision, and the Soul Forge throbbed with the sudden burst of power. A ripple of energy ran around the inside of the chamber, and a wistful sigh trailed through my thoughts.

At last, my time as a ninja starship draws near. I shall strike from the shadows and slaughter my enemies unseen. Legends will rise about the deadly ghost ship that no one has seen and survived. Also, please feel free to upgrade my armor to a level more befitting a spaceship ninja.

“Sadly, that is a combat upgrade and those aren’t on today’s menu, as I noted before,” I said. “Let me see what else I can do for you, though.”

A vibrating hum rang through the hangar loud enough for me to hear even inside the Soul Forge. That sound was the Interdictor’s shield stopping an energy blast. It meant my pals had taken a shot at the big ship. I needed to wrap this up and give them a hand before they all died.

“Here we go,” I said. “Speed, Level II. Run, Seymour, run!”

I understand that reference and do not appreciate the implication about my intelligence. However, the increased speed will be useful during attacks and is not just a defensive maneuver, so I appreciate your attempt to accommodate my wishes. We will now be able to cover the distance to our enemies in half the time it took before. Let the slaughter commence!

“Yeah, no slaughter at the moment,” I said. “It’s time for the sneaky part of our plan. Let’s look at the Final Light.”

I thought you’d never ask. It’s right this way.

Seymour hooked a tentacle around my waist and yanked me down through his body to a small chamber that surrounded the Chotlis doomsday weapon. The space was cramped, but there was just enough space for me to stand up straight as I moved around the artifact of destruction.

“We need a way to weaken this weapon,” I said. “I still want it to fire, but not at anywhere near its full strength.”

I stared at the mechanism at the head of the coffin but couldn’t discern any useful information. It looked like some kind of complicated sundial you’d find in a museum exhibit about the wonders of ancient Egypt. It was impressive to look at, but I didn’t see a power source or even any moving parts to make it fire. It made no sense to me at all.

The most advanced technology is often deceptively simple in appearance. It does the work required of it without need for outside input or interference. In this case, the sarcophagus is used to host the power source which is also the actuator. Your goddess, in other words.

Seymour’s analysis disturbed me more than I wanted to admit. I’d known the weapon required Ingrael to fire it, but I didn’t realize she also had to charge it up.

“How much is it going to take out of her when it fires?” I asked. “If it’s as powerful as everyone claims, how can she possibly power it without dying?”

For a man who’s about to try to save the universe from one of the most horrible weapons ever to exist, you have numerous moral doubts about your plan. Put them aside, Avatar. You must do this, and you must do it without hesitation. If you want to save the rest of your team, you need to accept that the newest member may suffer.

“Sure,” I said, clenching my fists. “That’s easy to say when you don’t care about anything but murder.”

I’ve told you before, life is much simpler when you have your priorities straight. Now, allow me to show you what I think will work.

Seymour displayed an exploded diagram of the Final Light across my HUD. He’d broken it down into its constituent parts, which were far more numerous than I’d first anticipated. The sarcophagus itself was composed of no fewer than a dozen individual pieces, most of which were concealed within its walls. The golden tubes at the head of the coffin held the greatest number of pieces, including a series of crystals designed to harness the energy from the coffin and focus it on the large barrel at the center of their circle. Seymour had highlighted several of the crystals in red and zoomed in on one of them as he spoke.

If we remove these crystals, we reduce the potential energy produced by the Final Light. The weapon will still fire, but the effect will be far smaller and more localized. I believe it will also draw less power from the insect woman when it fires, which should make you happy.

I sensed hesitation from Seymour, which was never a good sign.

“And what’s the downside of this bit of surgery?” I asked. I already knew I wouldn’t like his answer, and I was right.

Tampering with the device may make its energy matrix unstable.

“Translate that into human,” I demanded.

An unstable energy matrix could explode. Or implode into the quantum reality of the warp and take the Final Light with it.

“Neither of those sound great,” I said. “And both of them sound fatal for Ingrael.”

If her kind had not created this delightful weapon, she would not be in danger. I believe this is what your people would call karma.

I’d seen too many assholes succeed and too many good guys go down through sheer bad luck to believe in karma, but I’d run out of time to come up with a better plan. While we wondered what might happen, the Heresy ships were trapped in a battle against a World Breaker fleet.

“Fuck it,” I said. “Tell me what I need to do.”

Seymour guided me through the complicated process which was made even more difficult by the fact the only tools I had were my soul blades and the minor modifications I could make to the fingers of my gauntlets. Despite those hurdles, I managed to remove the end caps from three of the golden tubes and extract one focus crystal from each of them.

Though each crystals was no bigger around than a quarter and less than an inch in length, they weighed several pounds apiece. They also shed a swirling, milky light that made my head hurt, and whispered to me in a language I couldn’t understand as I laid them down on Seymour’s deck.

Tentacles emerged beneath the glowing stones and placed them atop the sarcophagus.

“What the hell was that all about?” I asked.

The whispers are annoying when in contact with my body. This is more tolerable.

“This is one fucked up piece of equipment,” I said as I stepped away from the Final Light.

Agreed. The more I study it, the less I approve of this design.

That said something, coming from a murderous AI who’d kidnapped me, implanted me with his nanotech soul harvesting suit and then demanded I kill the fuck out of everything in our path. If this weapon made Seymour nervous, it had to go.

“And now it’s time to give the Dominion a reason to get the fuck out of this sector,” I said. “Ready to use your new powers for good?”

Oh, yes. I very much look forward to this.

“Bring Syrl here,” I said, “and get ready to become invisible.”

Syrl arrived a few seconds later, and I explained the plan to her. She grinned at the challenge I presented and nodded her approval.

“Go!” I shouted.

Seymour’s form shimmered around us and he opened a hole in his deck. Syrl and I dropped through the opening and crouched below Seymour; Syrl faced starboard, and I faced port.

The guards, confused by the disappearance of the legendary alien weapon they were supposed to guard, moved toward the space where Seymour had just been.

I burst out from beneath Seymour and drove my soul blades up through the first guard’s groin. Before he knew what had hit him, I ripped my blades up and out to cleave him from his crotch to the middle of his sternum. By the time his guts had splashed to the deck, I’d torn my blades across a second guard’s midsection with such force his torso toppled off his legs as his organs unspooled around his ankles. A third guard’s mouth fell open to shout a warning, but I threw a backhand that tore his throat and most of his lower jaw away from his body and splashed them against the bulkhead. The only sound he made after that was a liquid burbling as he collapsed and drowned in his own blood.

Seymour reappeared, and I leaped up onto him to get a look at Syrl’s progress. She’d downed one of the guards with her rifle’s bayonet and took the legs out from under the second soldier with a slash of the bone spurs on the back of her free hand. The third guard had recovered from his surprise and raised his weapon to point it at Syrl’s back. At that short range, even her speed wouldn’t be enough to escape the bullet.

I jumped down from my perch and drove my knee blades through the guard’s torso on either side of his spine. I rode him to the ground and squeezed my knees together to sever his spine and finish him.

“Thanks for the assist,” Syrl said as she pushed her bayonet through the second trooper’s heart. “Now what?”

“Two things,” I said. “First, I’m going to tell Ingrael to hang tight. Then we’re going to bust the Interdictor’s warp inhibitor so the Heresy can bug out.”

“Should be three things,” Syrl said.

“What’s the third one?” I asked.

“Kill all these assholes,” she said and raised a fist for me to bump.

“That goes without saying,” I said. “Seymour, let me see Ingrael.”

A tiny portal opened in his flank and Ingrael stared at me through the opening.

“This ship is very strange, Mr. Jay Lucas,” she said.

“You’ve got that right,” I said. “I need you to hang tight for a bit. You’ll be safe here, and we won’t be long.”

“I could come with you,” she started, but I shook my head.

“You have a bigger part to play,” I said. “I need you safe until it’s time.”

She started to say something, but I leaned forward, peeled away my helmet and kissed her to stop the flow of her words.

“Very well,” she said. “I will wait.”

Seymour closed the portal and his hull gleamed as smooth and seamless as if there’d never been a hole there.

“Draw me a line to the Interdictor’s fore power plant,” I muttered.

I suppose I will wait here while you have all the fun. Do try to kill as many soldiers as you can before you blow the ship to pieces. It would be a shame if we lost all these souls.

A golden line appeared on my HUD, and we followed it out of the hangar and down a short flight of spiral stairs. The Interdictor was huge, but like all starships, space was at a premium. The maintenance tunnel we entered was so narrow I could touch both sides with my elbows, and there was so little clearance I felt like I’d hit my head with every step.

“Watch our backs,” I said to Syrl. “You won’t be able to shoot past me if we run into trouble.”

“You always hog the fun,” Syrl said. “It’s a good thing you’re so handsome that I don’t mind.”

We’d been away from Seymour for ten minutes when his voice broke into my thoughts.

A patrol just discovered the dead guards.

A klaxon rang through the ship and red emergency lights flared at the same moment. Things were about to get exciting.

“Thanks for the heads-up,” I said. “Be ready for anything at this point.”

It wouldn’t take the Dominion’s security team long to figure out that the Final Light was more than it appeared. They’d review the surveillance footage and see where we’d gone not long after that, and then we’d be neck deep in poorly trained soldiers intent on fucking our shit all up.

That batch of guards tried to touch me. They won’t do that again. They’ll never do anything again, really. And I’ll need another deep oil soak as soon as we arrive somewhere more peaceful.

“I’m sure there’ll be more before we get out of here,” I said as we jogged toward the heaving throb of the power plant. I smelled ozone and tasted copper on my tongue as we reached the plant’s door.

The door was locked, but my soul blades didn’t give a shit about that. I slashed through the bolts that held the barrier in place and ripped it off its damaged hinges with my other hand.

“Drop it!” A guard shouted from the passage ahead of me.

“Fuck you,” I said as I raised the door parallel to the deck and hurled it straight down the narrow corridor. The door’s thick edge slammed into the guard’s forehead and splattered the juicy slop of his brains across the guards behind him. The hunk of metal pounded into the next trooper and crushed his nose like a can of tomato juice.

Before I could deal with the rest of the guards in the passage, a twitching stream of white energy rocketed out of the power plant chamber and into my chest with all the force of a wrecking ball. The solid hit bounced me off the opposite side of the passage and covered my armor in a sizzling blue aura of sparks.

“Kill the rest of those assholes,” I said to Syrl and gestured toward the guards I’d hit with the door. “I’ve got to deal with these pricks in the power plant.”

Another blast ripped through the doorway, but my HUD had warned me it was coming, and I ducked around it as I entered the circular power plant room to face a squad of troopers all clad in insulated gray coveralls. They brandished heavy blasters which were attached to power couplings on the walls by power cables as big around as my biceps.

“Hey, guys,” I said. “I’m here to check your meter. Seems like you’re all using way too much juice.”

The dickheads responded to my witty repartee with a coordinated flurry of blasts from their oversized lightning guns. A split second before the crackling beams could transform me into a crispy husk, the predictive powers of my new Hud combined with my enhanced speed which allowed me to slide around the deadly blasts and rush up to the nearest trooper.

Before he could fire again, I grabbed the barrel of his gun and used it as a lever to slam him into the bulky transformer next to him. His shoulder splintered against the heavy casing with a wet crunching sound, and he screamed in pain as his weapon fell from his nerveless fingers. I pistoned my other arm forward and punctured his chest with my soul blades.

Red lines appeared on my HUD to alert me of incoming fire, and I tore the gun I held loose from its power coupling. I did a parkour flip off the ship’s hull and dodged around another transformer as lightning sizzled through the surrounding air. I hurled the blaster I’d stolen at one of the troopers, and its butt slammed into his face so hard he dropped his own weapon and sat down on the deck with his legs splayed out in front of him.

“I’d love to play some more with you guys,” I said, “but I’m all out of time.”

I leaped into the center of the chamber and punched both sets of soul blades into the power core before I had second thoughts about what I was doing.

Power burst out of the core and cascaded over my armor like the world’s most concentrated thunderstorm. The initial blast tried to shove me away from the core, but I dug in my heels and held my ground. Arcs of unrestrained lightning lashed out and found ground even through the heavy insulation that protected the troopers. Smoke leaked from a gaping crater in a nearby soldier’s chest, and the bolt crawled across the deck to melt the boots of the next nearest trooper before it arced up through his body and blasted the top of his head open.

My world became a white blur filled with screams and the smell of burning meat. Every muscle fiber in my body jumped inside my armor, and my tongue tingled as tiny sparks crawled over my molars.

Thunderous cracks sounded from all sides of the power plant as the transformers gave up the ghost and sprayed the chamber with smoking hunks of shattered ceramics and molten globs of insulation plastic. A final burst of lighting ripped around me, and the remaining soldiers burst into flame. They screamed and fell to the deck as the power died, and the lights dimmed.

“Holy shit,” Syrl remarked from the door. “You really fucked their shit up.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Being a lightning rod is fun. I wouldn’t recommend you try it though. Leave that to the professionals.”

Nice work, your impromptu barbecue did the trick. The transmissions I’m intercepting from the Heresy ships indicate they’re making a run for it.

“At least that’s going our way,” I said as I shook out the kinks in my arms and legs. My armor had spared me from the worst of the electrical damage, but my nerves still felt twitchy and overextended from what had bled through my protection. I’d survive, but there’d be muscle cramps for days to remind me not to stick my dick in a light socket again. “We’re headed back your way to finish this.”

Please follow the new path I have highlighted to route you around the guards who are searching for you. They seem quite upset.

The big ship lurched around us as we ran down the path back to Seymour. The hull shuddered and wobbled like gelatin, and my sense of balance took a sudden unexpected jump to the left.

With the Heresy on the run and the Final Light secured, the Dominion had done just what I’d hoped.

We were in the warp.

I’d never been on a ship this big when it slid out of one reality and into another. I don’t know if it was the sheer size of the thing or the number of living creatures aboard, but the whole process was much more disturbing than I’d ever experienced on smaller ships.

The wobble in the walls gave way to an erratic pulse and thick, arterial growths emerged from the metal and throbbed at the corners of my vision. They made me feel like I was crawling through the belly of an enormous beast, and a hideous gurgling noise surrounded us to help complete the illusion.

Smaller creatures appeared in the corridor ahead of us, then vanished when I tried to focus my attention on them. My HUD warned me of incoming attacks from my rear, but the second I turned to face them, the warnings vanished. My world shifted and blurred as I entered the quantum differential reality of the warp, and I felt like someone had replaced my brains with warm taffy.

Syrl retched behind me and called my name. The single syllable stretched out for what felt like hours as I turned toward her in slow motion. I knew I was faster than that, but every movement felt like I was trying to run underwater. Each move took more energy than it should have, and a steadily increasing resistance pushed against every inch of my body.

Syrl’s muscles bulged as she strained to reach out for me, and her eyes were wide with panic. I didn’t know what kind of warp hallucination she saw, but her distress was real enough.

Our fingers were still inches apart when the resistance vanished, and the ship returned to normal. Flickers of movement at the edges of my vision told me we hadn’t left the warp, but the horrifying transition was over.

“The Final Light makes that worse?” Syrl asked. Her dark skin was flushed and the silver tattoos which covered her body glowed with an intense radiance.

“And that’s why we’re going to wreck it,” I said.

We climbed a flight of stairs and hustled down a wide passage that ended in a bank of lifts. I slapped the up button that Seymour highlighted and tapped my toe impatiently as we waited for the elevator.

Syrl reached past me and pressed the button so hard with her thumb that its plastic housing cracked and crumbled to the deck.

“That doesn’t help,” I said.

“I’m just a primitive jungle girl who doesn’t wear clothes,” Syrl said with a flutter of her eyelashes. “It makes me feel better to break things, sometimes.”

Our conversation was interrupted by the mellow chime of the lift’s arrival. The doors zipped open, and a small crowd of warp-sick guards stumbled forward. In his rush to get off the elevator, the first soldier ran right onto my soul blades. Oopsie.

Syrl speared another trooper with her bayonet and drove him back into the elevator. Her rifle’s blade burst through his back and into the guts of a third soldier who croaked as the huntress nailed them both to the wall. Syrl let go of her rifle and whipped her hand around to shatter the jaw of another Dominion dickhead, who she pinned to the wall as he screamed in pain.

I dove past Syrl and finished the wounded guard she was holding with a knee strike that tore his ribcage open and punctured both of his lungs. I backhanded a guard who cowered in the back corner of the lift with my blades and sliced the top half of his head into three neat sections. For a moment, the only sign of the injury he’d received were a pair of thin red lines above and below his gaping eyes then he tipped to the side and the jenga tower of his head slid off onto the floor.

Syrl coughed and inclined her head to the two guards she’d nailed to the lift’s back wall. They groaned in agony, and the one in front grappled with the rifle in a vain attempt to pull it free of his guts with blood-slicked hands.

I put the two of them out of their misery with a pair of quick thrusts from my soul blades.

“Why didn’t you finish those three?” I asked.

“I’m trying to be more considerate of your needs,” she said. “I’ll break them, and you can kill them. That benefits you in some way, does it not?”

“Yeeees,” I said. I’d kept the whole soul harvesting business a secret from my team, but somehow Syrl had already figured it out.

Syrl punched the button with a bloody finger and winked at me through a thick band of purple blood that streaked across her face like a bandit’s mask.

“We make a lovely mess,” she said. “And your secret is safe with me.”

“Just the way I like it,” I replied.

The elevator climbed through the Interdictor toward Seymour and the goddess as sirens wailed, and warning lights flashed. Despite the danger on every side and the possibility that my plan might kill us all even if it succeeded, I couldn’t stop smiling.

This is what I was always meant to do, I just hadn’t known it.

You’re welcome. Now bring daddy some more souls.
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Chapter 13

The elevator doors opened onto a Dominion firing squad that sent a few hundred high mass, low velocity rounds designed to pulp targets without penetrating the Interdictor’s hull into the car.

“See?” I said to Syrl, who was perched next to me on the elevator’s roof. “Aren’t you glad I convinced you to hang out up here instead of getting your pretty little face shot off inside the elevator?”

“Yes, Jay,” Syrl said. “You were right.”

“Thank you,” I said. “All I ask for is—”

A Dominion trooper poked his nose into the elevator to see why he and his buddies hadn’t killed anything and must’ve overheard us. A flash of red from my HUD notified me of the incoming attack, and I shoved Syrl to the side and dropped through the open maintenance panel on the elevator’s roof.

My feet smashed the lightly armored trooper to the floor with a broken collarbone and a fractured humerus, but the plucky guy still managed to squeeze the trigger of his assault rifle before I put out his lights with a quick stab from my soul blades.

That display of ultraviolence got the attention of the rest of the Dominion shooters in the corridor outside the elevator, and they fumbled with their weapons to reload for another round of target practice.

This target, however, wasn’t going to stand still and get punched full of holes. I sprang through the open elevator doors and covered most of the distance to the firing line without touching the deck. The instant I did touch down, though, I reacted to a warning from my HUD with a quick change of direction. I kicked off with my lead foot as bullets ripped through the air behind me and landed in front of the left flank of the Dominion squad.

I went into full Ginsu mode and chopped my way through the four troopers closest to me. Severed arms and gouts of blood shot into the air as I mowed through the soldiers like a scythe through a field of wheat. The survivors of my initial assault turned to face me, but I was in too close for their rifles to be of any use as I moved in for even more kills.

“I thought you said the path routed us around the bad guys,” I growled.

Yes, well, there are a lot of agitated guards since you blew up a power plant and killed a bunch of their fellows. Trust me, you could be fighting far more than these tiny pockets of resistance.

I grunted at Seymour’s explanation and wondered if maybe, just maybe, he hadn’t steered me into a larger harvest of souls than was necessary. I returned to the attack, and two more Dominion dickheads went down with important parts of their bodies hitting the floor ahead of them, and a trio of heavy impacts pounded against my right arm and leg. One of the troopers had pulled back from his comrades and used the space to fire on me.

Unfortunately for him, his shots were far from fatal. The impact had thrown me off balance, but the bullets had flattened against my armor and fell to the deck with dull thuds. I shrugged off the attack and filleted the last trooper near me.

“Behind you,” I warned the shooter.

He sneered and raised his rifle for another shot, but he really should’ve listened to me.

Syrl had dropped down into the elevator while all the Dominion’s attention was on me. The last Dominion gunner hadn’t even noticed her creeping up behind him, and eyes widened in shock as Syrl punched her bayonet through his lower spine with a brutal underhanded thrust.

I shook my head as I approached the trooper and kicked the gun away from his hand before he could squeeze off another shot.

“Nice try, kid,” I said and put his lights out.

Syrl bowed before me with an elaborate flourish.

“See? I left him for you,” she said.

“Thanks,” I said, impressed and unnerved at the same time. I was going to have to talk to her about how she’d figured out the soul harvest, but that could wait until after we’d rescued the goddess and gotten our asses off the Interdictor. I nudged one of the heavy firearms the troopers had used with my toe. “You could take an assault rifle. It shoots a hell of a lot faster than what you’re carrying now.”

Syrl frowned at me and brandished her bayonet.

“Bullets aren’t as good as blades,” she said. “You of all people should know that.”

“Suit yourself,” I chuckled and followed the golden path that would lead us back to the hangar. We’d almost reached the last elevator we’d have to take when we ran into more assholes.

A trio of heavy-set aliens manned a tripod-mounted minigun they’d set up to intercept us.

Oh, that is a very impressive gun. If you’d upgrade your strength to its maximum, I do believe you could use that as an assault rifle.

“Fire!” The fastest of the aliens shouted.

“Nope,” I said, and drew a bolt hammer as the soldiers scrambled to prepare their weapon to fire. The pistol’s reticle flashed across my vision the instant its muzzle cleared the holster, and I pointed it toward a soldier’s heart. My first shot caught the soldier behind the gun square in the chest and carved him up like a spiral-sliced ham. My HUD told me the guy on the left was the most immediate threat, so I shredded him with a well-placed bullet into his gut.

Before I could turn my attention to the man on the right, Syrl fired and blew his knee into wet, red confetti. He screamed and went down, both hands clasped on his thigh just above the ruined joint.

“Thanks again,” I said to Syrl and doffed an imaginary cap to her as we continued our walk. “You’re so polite.”

“I know,” she said and sketched a curtsy to me when we stopped long enough for me to stick my blades through the fallen man’s heart.

The elevator doors chimed, and we both tensed, but no swarm of evil Dominion troopers appeared to shoot us full of holes. I ushered Syrl aboard and entered behind her. Seymour highlighted a button for me, and I rapped it with my knuckles to send the elevator to the hangar deck.

The Dominion keeps sending men in here, and I keep tearing them into tiny little pieces. You are missing out on a significant harvest of souls. Please join me for the blood and guts party.

That explained why the Dominion hadn’t thrown everything they had at us. Seymour was a far larger threat, at the moment, since they still thought he was the Final Light and had no idea how powerful he could be. I was just about to offer him my thanks for running interference when the elevator door opened, and the Dominion troops waiting for us on the other side raised their weapons to fire.

Paint three targets and then fire. You’ll love it.

I ran the targeting reticle on my HUD over a trio of Dominion targets. The bolt hammer bucked in my hand and all three bullets found their marks before the soldiers could react. The deadly rounds transformed the entire unit into a slick pile of oozing body parts, and their weapons clattered to the bloody floor.

“Impressive,” Syrl said.

“I call that burst mode,” I said and stuck my head out of the elevator. No one tried to shoot it off my shoulders, and I couldn’t hear any approaching troops. Time to move.

A knot of maintenance personnel ran past us down the intersecting corridor ahead of us like their asses were on fire. Between the sabotage I’d carried out on the warp inhibitor’s power plant, the Seymour-inflicted chaos in the hangars, and Ingrael’s ongoing escape, it looked like the Dominion didn’t know where to prioritize their forces.

We ran into bad guys twice more before we reached the final corridor to the hangar, and both times I reduced the poor bastards to pulpy goo before they had a chance to fire a shot or call for help. I had to imagine some Dominion egghead would suggest an upgrade to the trooper’s armor to keep the bolt hammer from splattering so many of their men.

On the other hand, they might not care. The Dominion was unbelievably vast. They weren’t likely to run out of cannon fodder any time soon.

Your path is clear for the moment, Avatar.

“Let’s go, kids,” I said, and hustled down the hallway to regroup with Seymour.

I stopped dead just inside the hangar’s entrance. The place looked like someone had thrown a few dozen people into an industrial strength wood chipper. The walls, floor, and ceiling were splattered with enough blood to make Jackson Pollock proud, and clots of tissue and bone clung to every surface.

“Wow,” Syrl said. She leaned on her rifle for a moment and sniffed at the air. “Seymour’s self-defense mechanism must be amazing.”

“You wouldn’t even believe me if I tried to explain,” I said. Syrl winked in response, and something told me she knew a lot more than she was letting on. Had she been talking to Seymour?

I’ve told her nothing, but she is quite clever. I like her. On second thought, she is too clever. Dispatch her immediately.

“Knock it off,” I muttered, “and bring Ingrael out. It’s time for me to break the bad news.”

The Chotlis goddess smiled at me as Seymour extracted her from his guts with three of his tentacles. He deposited her in front of me, and she reached out to rest a hand on my chest for balance.

The smell of honeysuckle filled my nostrils, and I covered her hand with mine.

“It’s time for you to put an end to this mess,” I said to Ingrael. “We’re almost through, but there’s one more thing only you can do. I need you to fire the Final Light.”

Ingrael’s antennae flared to life at my words and surrounded us with a deep crimson glow.

“We did all this to stop the Dominion from using the weapon, and now you want to trigger it?” She asked me with wide eyes. “Mr. Jay Lucas, I thought you understood how dangerous this device is.”

“I do,” I said, “but I’ve taken precautions to localize its effects. Instead of a hole in the warp big enough to lay waste to a sector, we’ll just make an itty-bitty rip that will fuck up this Dominion war fleet and destroy the Final Light.”

Both Syrl and Ingrael cast dubious glances in my direction.

“This will work,” I said. “It’s our best chance to cause a lot of damage to the Dominion and put this weapon out of circulation. Trust me.”

“Let us proceed,” Ingrael said in a voice strained with exhaustion and nerves. “I hope this works as you planned, Mr. Jay Lucas. I am tired, but I do not wish to die just yet.”

“You’ll be fine,” I said and rested one hand on her shoulder. I didn’t know if what I’d said was true, but we were out of time and options. I needed Ingrael to do this, but I couldn’t force her to do it. “But if you don’t want to do this, we’ll figure out another way.”

Will we? Because at this point, I see no way out of this slaughterhouse except by firing the weapon. And if that doesn’t work…

“Bring her aboard,” I said to Seymour. “And make it snappy. I hear something big headed our way.”

“I will need your assistance,” Ingrael said to me. “I cannot prepare the weapon alone.”

“Syrl,” I barked, “help Ingrael. Do whatever she needs while I hold off whatever piece of shit the Dominion is sending to—”

“No,” Ingrael said, her voice firm. “It must be you.”

Seymour yanked Ingrael and me up into his belly without further discussion and plopped us down next to the Final Light. He’d expanded the space around the super weapon a bit which was thoughtful of him.

We are out of time for talking. Get the woman into the weapon, and fire it. I regret only that you were unable to join me in a glorious harvest of souls, but the Dominion is bringing out its big guns, and I do not wish to sustain any damage that could be easily avoided by doing the thing we came to do in the first place. Fire. The. Gun.

“Show me what needs to be done,” I said. “We’re almost out of time.”

Ingrael held her hands a few inches above the lid of the sarcophagus and it rose silently out of its recessed resting place and tilted onto its side. Ingrael offered me her hand, then stepped up over the lip of the sarcophagus and settled into its tight, red interior.

Segmented rods tipped with thick hypodermic needles unfolded from the within the walls of the coffin and hung poised above Ingrael like the hungry mouths of giant mosquitos prepared to feed.

“Insert the power feeders here,” Ingrael said as she tore the front of her jumpsuit down to her waist. She shivered as she peeled the flimsy cloth away to reveal herself to me. Ingrael traced the fingers of two hands down the center of her chest until she reached a spot midway down her torso. She laid her thumbs flat from that spot in each direction to measure off distance and pressed the index fingers of her other pair of hands into the flesh hard enough to leave crescent-shaped nail marks in her skin.

“Just push them in?” I said, my mouth suddenly dry.

“Be quick,” she said.

I maneuvered the first segmented rod into position and placed the tip of the hypodermic against the mark Ingrael had left in her flesh. The device throbbed as it neared her, and a vivid red light glowed under Ingrael’s skin in response to its presence.

“Do it,” she said, her dark eyes locked on mine.

I didn’t break eye contact as I pushed the device into Ingrael’s chest. The sharp tip slipped under skin with a greedy slurp and pulled against my hand to guide itself into position. Ingrael sucked in a deep breath as the inch-thick needle embedded itself within her body. Her hands fluttered at her sides as if she wanted to reach up to stop me, but she restrained herself.

“The other one,” she said. “Hurry.”

Do as she says, Jay. We have a problem.

“Thank you,” Ingrael said as the second enormous needle pierced her skin. “Now, go. This is not for your eyes.”

As if to emphasize her point, the sarcophagus lid closed with a sharp snap, and the golden rods hummed with a minor-key harmony that made me want to stab myself in the ear drums. An opalescent light with no source filled the small chamber, and my stomach did a slow roll.

“Let’s see the bad guys,” I said.

Seymour opened a hole in the ceiling and fashioned rungs in his hull for me to climb. I scrambled up and poked my head into the hangar to see just how much shit had hit our fan.

“Nice of you to join us,” Syrl said from where she’d crouched behind a bulge in Seymour’s hull. “This is about to get very bad.”

The Dominion had finally decided to take shit seriously and sent a real force down to deal with Seymour’s shenanigans. They were still setting up for the assault, but we were only a few seconds away from the big show and it did not look good for the visiting team.

There were two entrances to the hangar, and both of those were clogged with rank after rank of Dominion troops. Those in the front rank were positioned behind heavy weapons platforms that were anchored to the deck by thick, spiked legs. Those lucky fucks were protected by heavy energy shields and armored firing wings that jutted from the sides of the weapon to cover the hallways to waist height. I didn’t recognize the big guns, but they looked like they would put a lot of very large holes in their targets in very short order.

The troopers in the back carried all kinds of fun toys. I spotted rocket launchers, drone control units, beam cannons, and more that I didn’t recognize. We were about to see all the fireworks the Dominion had to offer, up close and personal.

But the foot soldiers weren’t my biggest worry. That was reserved for what looked like the unholy love child of an industrial mining robot and a hover tank. It floated on repulsor pods just in front of Seymour and raised a heavy-duty cutting laser over its cockpit. Enormous claws extended from its sides and moved toward either side of Seymour’s body.

I am not going to sit quietly while that thing grabs me and burns a fuckhole in my body. Do something.

“How long until you can fire that thing, Ingrael?” I stage whispered into my comm unit.

“It is charging,” she replied in a dreamy, exhausted voice. “I will fire when I am able, Mr. Jay Lucas. But I need time.”

“I’ll clear that passage,” Syrl said with a nod to our left. She didn’t wait for my response or explain her plan. She simply stood, charged down Seymour’s sloped hull, and hurled herself up and over the energy shield in front of the heavy weapons platform.

She spun her rifle with such speed and precision it looked like a whirlwind full of razor blades had dropped into the middle of that pack of Dominion soldiers. Blood of all colors sprayed the walls, and screams in a dozen different languages filled the air.

“You go, girl,” I cheered and then headed for the laser tank. I stood in front of it and jabbed a finger at the control pod behind the laser. “Open up, right now, and I’ll make it fast. But if I have to claw you out of there, I’m going to slice you up like a Thanksgiving turkey.”

Instead of listening to me, the pilot sneered and clamped one of the laser tank’s oversized claws around Seymour’s starboard side. The other claw came at me like I was the big prize in an arcade crane game. It moved fast, but I didn’t stick around to let it squeeze the guts out of me.

I leaped up and grabbed the housing of the cutting torch with one hand. With my free hand I tried to claw it loose from the laser tank, but the torch was mounted in a heavily shielded case that rebuffed even my deadly claws.

Seymour whipped a flurry of tentacles out to fend off the second claw before it could clamp onto him, but even he wasn’t strong enough to hold it at bay for long. A strange squealing sound emanated from Seymour’s hull, and his thoughts poured into mine in a frantic rush.

This machine is stronger than I, and its claws will soon penetrate my hull. Do something, immediately, or I will have to resort to more extreme measures.

“Don’t hold back on my account,” I said as I leaped off the arm toward the one part of the laser tank that looked weak enough for me to crack open.

The cockpit.

I landed right behind the laser tank’s cockpit and went to work. Syrl’s voice had gone ragged from shouting, but the fact that I could hear her was comforting.

The laser tank’s pilot swung the cutting torch around in a crazed orbit as he tried to find me, but the extensible arm wasn’t built for cutting anywhere near its own cockpit. The arm swung past me twice before the dipshit gave up, and by that time I’d peeled up a corner of the armored access panel with my claws.

“Hey, asshole, let go of my toy,” I growled as I grabbed the raised corner of the panel and pulled at it for all I was worth. The thick metal bent back with a horrific screeching sound, and thick scabs of dull gray paint fell off as the panel deformed. It’d been a good effort on my part, but I’d only pulled the hatch up enough for me to get one arm inside.

My HUD exploded with dire warnings, and I cursed as I scrambled away from the laser tank’s cockpit to get to safety.

It’d only been a few seconds since Syrl and I had gone on the attack, but we’d already run out of time. The group of Dominion troops she hadn’t leaped into had poked their heads out and were about to blaze away at us with everything they had. With Seymour pinned by the laser tank, and Syrl out of their line of sight, that meant their primary target was me.

Awesome.

I threw myself up and over the laser tank’s cutting arm and landed on its left claw, which had a death grip on Seymour’s hull. I twisted to the side to avoid the first barrage from the soldiers and slashed at the claw’s joint to no avail. The armor was too thick, and the artificial muscle fibers too strong to break its grip.

The low-velocity rounds that missed me slammed into the ceiling and flattened there like lead mushrooms. Ruby blasts of scintillating power flashed around me to splatter against the wall in a shower of sparks. A few of them singed my armor, but none of them penetrated its shielding. More of the blasts hammered against Seymour’s shields, which dispersed them with loud pops and a burst of static electricity that told me the ship wouldn’t stand up to many more hits.

Which sucked, because the cutting torch had moved into position, and the heavy weapons platform had trundled out and locked itself to the deck in preparation to fire a hellacious blast point blank into Seymour’s exposed flank. I might be able stop one of those threats, but not both.

I jumped back to the tip of Seymour’s nose and caught the cutting torch before it could make contact with his hull.

“Now would be a good time for those extreme measures, buddy,” I snarled. “And Ingrael, it’s time to pull the trigger on the Final Light. We can’t wait.”

The cutting laser burned bright above me, and its tip extended toward my face on an extension from the main arm. Fuck.

Syrl shouted in alarm and then roared as she redoubled her furious efforts. Blood sprayed out of the hall she’d taken on, and the Dominion soldiers screamed and howled as she carved through them.

More Dominion troops poured into the hangar from the passage Syrl hadn’t turned into a slaughterhouse. They’d keep throwing bodies at us until they wore us down. If we didn’t fire the Final Light soon—

“BEHOLD!” Ingrael’s voice boomed, and the world turned itself inside out around us.
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Chapter 14

Time and space did a weird little dance around us as reality took a triple flip with a half twist off the high dive at the end of the universe. The port and starboard sides of the Interdictor’s hull warped and wobbled in an undulating sine wave pattern that shifted in frequency with the irregularity of a fibrillating heart. The deck beneath Seymour became a milky, translucent plane which stretched off toward infinity in front of and behind us, while the upper decks of the ship simply disappeared. A sickly aurora of green and purple swirled and flowed above us like an endless river filled with strange serpents that appeared and vanished in the blink of an eye.

Holes in reality surrounded by blinding black auras ripped open and spilled forth spectral creatures that burned with emerald fire. The nightmarish beings moved in fits and starts, like movies with frames sliced out of their continuity. Some bore humanoid faces, others were twisted and bestial, and still others seemed to have visages made up of clumps of natural features held together in unnatural ways. Eyelids opened to reveal fanged maws, nostrils flared to release barbed tentacles that flailed the air, and open mouths were clogged by clusters of misshapen eyeballs that stared in a hundred directions at once.

“This cannot be real,” I groaned as my stomach tried to claw its way up my throat. I couldn’t tell up from down, and the wobbling walls made me queasy.

It is. All of it.

Screams hammered at my ears with the sounds of panic and pain, and the Dominion troopers suddenly found themselves fighting for their lives against an insatiable and innumerable host of horrors. For a moment, I pitied the poor bastards as they were ripped and torn by supernatural hands that knew no mercy and were endlessly inventive in their torments. In the blink of an eye, I’d gone from being moments from death’s door to watching my enemies be pulled apart like puffs of gory cotton candy.

The horror show creatures bleated out hateful words as they laid waste to the Dominion troopers, and their words left their lips in perfect unison. A chill ran through me as I heard them curse and wail. Even distorted by anger and bellowed from the throats of these bizarre creatures, I heard Ingrael’s voice.

“Jay!” Syrl called, and she sounded as if she were a thousand miles away. Her voice was as thin and insubstantial as the distant whisper of a mountain breeze, and the tinge of panic in that one word distracted me from sound of Ingrael’s voice spilling out of those unnatural throats.

“That can’t be her,” I said as I looked for a better vantage.

It’s definitely her. I can hear her shouting from inside the coffin. All of these things are under her control.

“And now we know why no one wants this fucking doomsday gun to go off,” I said.

I climbed higher up Seymour’s hull to get a better view of my surroundings, but that didn’t help at all. The hellish aurora I’d seen through the open ceiling of the interdictor surrounded us all like a psychedelic fog, and its crackling, sizzling light made it difficult to see more than a few feet in any direction.

“Syrl!” I shouted over the din of fighting and death. My words echoed and twisted as they tumbled away from my lips, and I hoped she could hear me.

Be careful if you stray from me. This is not the world you know, and you could be lost in its depths forever if it ends before you return.

“Well I’m sure as fuck not going to wait around here for everyone to get killed,” I said. “I’ll be back with Syrl, keep Ingrael safe.”

And who is going to keep me safe from her? Everything you see here is her doing.

Seymour was right, but I didn’t want to think about that at the moment. The Final Light had done this, and it was a creation of the Chotlis. I didn’t know how much of what I saw reflected what was inside Ingrael, but if it used her as fuel there had to be some connection.

I’d worry about it later, I promised myself. Like, years later. When I’d safely retired to the land of the cow boys and girls.

The laser tank was gone, which meant Seymour was safe for the moment. In its place were scattered hunks of misshapen, corroded metal that had an almost biological appearance. Its sharp lines and armored surfaces had been replaced by smooth whorls and bizarre, segmented extensions that reminded me of a dead spider’s legs.

Syrl cried out again, a wordless shout that quickened my pulse and ignited my temper. I didn’t know if she was still battling Dominion soldiers or if she’d run afoul of something worse, but I was going to find out.

The burning creatures had grown more numerous, but they were running out of victims. Blood steamed as it jetted from severed arteries, and gore was transmuted into flashes of light before it could land on the deck. The beasts reveled in it, snorting the steam through dilated nostrils and lapping at the sheets of bloody light with thick, impossibly long tongues that curled from their mouths and other, less identifiable orifices.

I shoved past a crowd of them, and one of them lashed out at me with a prehensile, knobbed limb that looked suspiciously like a penis. My HUD flickered as it drew blazing red lines from the tips of my enemies’ weapons to their intended targets, but I didn’t need it to help. I spun as I walked and flung my arm out to the side. My soul blades slashed through the thick, pulsing member and sent its bulbous head shooting off toward the burning sky.

Its owner screamed, but Ingrael’s voice emerged from the tortured sound with a hellish laugh as the beast waggled its severed stump at me and sprayed its own blood into its face.

“That is a serious party foul,” I said, as I crashed through another knot of crazy monsters in my search for Syrl. “You can’t just wave your dick around like that and expect people to be cool with it. I see why the Dominion wanted to blow this weapon straight back to hell. We’ll be doing the same as soon as this is over.”

I am in total agreement with you, Avatar. This abomination must be destroyed. Its hunger for destruction rivals my own, and I don’t like to play second fiddle to anything.

Syrl’s cries echoed through the shifting layers of distorted space. Her voice seemed to come from every direction, and none at the same time. I cursed in frustration and turned in a circle as I searched for something, anything I could recognize. I spotted a small cluster of Dominion soldiers that had retreated around one of the heavy weapons platforms and formed a tight defensive circle around their unit’s commander. A swarm of burning women with snakes’ bodies where their legs should be, and fanged mouths in place of nipples on their pendulous breasts, screeched like cats in heat outside that circle. All of them yowled with Ingrael’s voice, and my blood ran cold at the sound.

The Dominion troops unleashed a volley at the hellish women, but their bullets moved as if fired through wobbling tubs of Jell-O, and their heavy weapon belched clouds of prismatic bubbles instead of deadly blasts of energy. I watched as their commander screamed at the uncaring sky and carved a profane, bleeding symbol into the flesh of his forehead with a piece of shattered bone that might once have been a rib from one of his men.

“Fuck this shit,” I said. “Seymour, wake Ingrael up. We’ve done enough damage for today.”

A massive deer-like creature charged through the holographic fog that surrounded us, an inverted human torso where its head should have been. The body mounted on its neck had no arms or legs, and its head was turned around backwards to face the direction the beast traveled.

“No one leaves,” the monstrosity howled as it raised its hooves above me. “All are meat for the Night King’s table.”

The creature lashed out at me, and drove its sharp, burning hooves toward my face. My HUD sputtered as it lit up the monster’s sight lines, but I didn’t need to be told which way to dodge. I leaped forward and raised my soul blades overhead. Their edges burned and trailed ribbons of viridian light that twisted and coiled around the beast above me as I buried their tips into its heaving chest.

The creature crashed down on me and its blood boiled off my armor in clouds of crimson steam that smelled like the breath of some dying deep-sea creature. I pulled my arms apart, and the strange monstrosity pulled to pieces with no more resistance than a paper doll. Its flesh erupted into a coruscating stream of fire and vanished into nothingness.

These souls are exquisite, Avatar. They are so pure, so unsullied. Hack them from the flesh that holds them!

I staggered to my feet and glared at the beasts around me. They decided to find easier prey and bolted into the burning fog.

“That wasn’t Ingrael’s voice,” I said. “Is she all right?”

She does not respond to me, but I can no longer hear her howling from inside that disgusting weapon. I think this has grown beyond her power to control if she even lives.

“Fuck,” I shouted. I couldn’t see a goddamn thing, and all I could hear were screams and hellish laughter that seemed to have no source. My world had been reduced to a few dozen feet in each direction, and everything beyond that perimeter was cloaked in fever dream shadows which leaped and shrank in erratic spurts as they changed colors from the deepest black to neon bright splashes so intense I couldn’t stand to look at them.

Even the outlines of the Interdictor was gone; the ship might as well never have existed. I charged forward in the hopes that raw speed would get me somewhere. In my blind rush, I crashed through one veil of infernal aurora after another, but there was always another hiding the path ahead.

Whatever answered the Final Light’s call has us now, Avatar. It will not let us leave.

“Why the fuck would something want to keep us here?” I wondered aloud. What did it gain by trapping the Dominion ship in the limbo of the warp while its minions feasted on them?

And then it hit me.

Souls.

I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and tried to focus on the surrounding sounds. I strained my ears until I heard the clamor of battle ahead and to my right. I didn’t open my eyes, simply strode forward and trusted my instincts to guide me. It wasn’t like there was anything to trip over here on this flat and featureless plain of dismal light, and if there were any monsters nearby, they’d make themselves known.

And then I’d slaughter them.

“You want souls?” I snarled. “I’m loaded with the fucking things. Come and get it, you pieces of shit.”

I opened my eyes when I stepped in something wet and sticky, and the sounds of combat had become almost deafening. I stood before a grisly combat between a large unit of battered and bleeding Dominion forces and an even larger force of screaming hellions. I watched for a few moments and saw more creatures pulled into the lunatic fray. Dominion soldiers stumbled out of the burning fog and took their places in the ranks of their embattled allies as if by instinct. Black holes flared above the warp host and mutant beasts tumbled out of them into the chaotic crush of battle.

With a roar, I threw myself into the fight. If these assholes wanted souls, they’d have to fight me for them, and I’d take as many of theirs as I could.

A Dominion trooper screamed as I palmed his skull and drove it into the oozing face of a creature that looked like a bad case of herpes had stolen its host’s skin and gone for a stroll. Blood and brains sprayed between my fingers and transformed into wisps of smoke that jetted toward the unholy sky overhead. I hurled the broken body away from me and waded deeper into the battle.

The Dominion forces decided I was the least terrifying target and ignored me to save their bullets for the demonic creatures that bore down on them. Those bullets, however, scarcely touched the beasts from the warp. The heavy lead plowed into the creatures’ bodies and burst through them with a spray of ectoplasm that sizzled and cracked as it evaporated. But the wounds were not even an inconvenience to the screaming hordes, who crashed into the Dominion again and again. There bestial teeth ripped flesh and crunched bones, and their voices rose in bleats of spiraling laughter as the soldiers fell.

I was sick of both sides in this war and lashed out indiscriminately with my soul blades. I forced my way to the center of the battle with flurries of punches, stabs, elbow smashes, kicks, and brutal stomps that shattered bodies and left the wounded to wallow in their spilled entrails behind me. Where the Dominion soldiers’ bullets had passed through the fiends, my flashing soul blades ripped them to shreds. The green fire that flowed over my armor scorched their flesh when the warp monsters tried to grapple with me, and they howled in pain at even the slightest touch from one of my blades.

The bodies fell around me like falling stalks of wheat around a reaper. I’d become the eye of the storm of blood, and none could escape my reach. The Dominion troops tried to retreat but were constantly drawn back to the battle by forces none of us truly understood. The hell beasts howled and shuddered, but they were as trapped in this fight as the rest of us. Whatever kept me here had them on lockdown, too. It was a big old party, and no one got to go home until the boss showed up.

Syrl has found me. We still cannot wake Ingrael, and something is coming.

“Let it fucking come,” I shouted. I howled at the sky and lifted a massive, minotaur-like creature with tentacles instead of horns over my head by its crotch and throat. It shrieked in agony as I crushed its groin in my fist, but I silenced it with a brutal squeeze from my other hand that destroyed its trachea and ruptured the blood vessels on either side of its neck. I slammed the hideous corpse into a knot of Dominion soldiers who’d fallen to their knees to sing a strange song to some alien god none of them had known before that exact moment. The enormous creature’s weight splintered their bones and crushed them flat. One of the troopers sang on for a long moment, and its words twisted in my ears like rusty corkscrews.

“Save us,” a Dominion soldier begged as he clawed at my armored leg. Something had torn the alien trooper in half, and his legs were nowhere to be found. My claws punched through the front of his face and out the back of his head in a swift mercy killing, and I flung him away from me before he could become a burden.

The fight seemed to go on forever, but I never tired. Every thrust and parry, every disemboweled body or headless corpse I created, renewed my energy and stoked the fires of my hunger for combat. I crushed and stabbed and sliced, I stomped and tore and kicked, and soon my armor vanished beneath a glowing green aura as it devoured the souls of those I destroyed. Even the impacts from weapons and hooves and horns and bullets against my armor didn’t slow me. My body reacted to the enemy sight lines from my HUD, and my enhanced speed gave me the time I needed to duck and dodge so most attacks slipped past me without so much as a graze. Those that did earn a hit glanced off like flat stones skipped across a pool.

Remember this. Remember how this feels and come back to this moment in every fight from now on. This is an Avatar I can be proud of. This is why I took you and made you mine.

I reveled in Seymour’s praise, because every one of these assholes had earned its death a thousand times over. The beasts from the warp were evil, hungry monstrosities that wanted nothing but to consume the souls of those they encountered. The Dominion soldiers were death troopers who marched to the beat of a tyrant’s drum and destroyed everything they touched. I would kill them all, I would feast on their souls, and I would grow into a nightmare power they could no longer deny.

“More!” I shouted, eager for the next wave to crash over me.

I turned in a circle, but there was no more battle. Bodies steamed on the sickly white plane around me, and their flesh melted away as the warp devoured them.

“Come on!” I roared. “Let us go, or come to face me. I’m tired of fucking around in this shitty little corner of nowhere. Bring on the Night King.”

Perhaps you should not have said that in quite that way.

The ground rumbled beneath my feet. Heavy footfalls slammed through the warp like the beating of an ancient, massive heart. Whatever this thing was, it was big, it was ugly, and it was pissed.

“What have we here?” A voice boomed through the veils of fire with such force it blew them out. The only light that remained was the twisted aurora overhead, and it crashed down over the majestic creature that had to be the Night King. He stood twenty feet tall at the shoulder, but his rack of antlers made him seem much, much taller. I’d never seen this creature before, not its obsidian horns that stabbed at the sky like the petrified branches of a long-dead tree, not its goat -like head with eyes of purple flame, nor its naked humanoid torso or shaggy, hooved legs. But I knew who it was, and I knew what it wanted.

And it couldn’t have us.

“Why don’t you come and find out?” I shouted, brandishing my soul blades. “I killed all your little buddies, might as well take you down while I’m in the zone.”

“I smell the souls you stole from my slaves. I would have them back,” the Night King snarled. Fire dripped from his lips with every word, and cracks of darkness spread from where his hooves slammed into the white plane of the warp. As he neared me, an enormous black sword appeared in his hands, and he raised it high overhead to deliver a killing blow. Flames the black of deepest space crawled up the length of the blade and whispered with the sound of a thousand dying children.

But I wasn’t there to be killed.

I stepped to the side and triggered my Cloak ability. I vanished, and in the swirling chaotic light of the warp, my invisibility was flawless.

The Night King spun as he searched for me, but he had no idea where I stood. The instant he turned his back to me, I sprang to the attack. I stepped out of my Cloak, leaped fifteen feet into the air, and drove both sets of soul blades into the overgrown muppet’s back below his left shoulder. I used the leverage of my blades to swing my knees forward, and those blades pierced his flesh and dug into the spaces between his ribs. Blood spurted from the wounds and sizzled against the green fire that coated my armor like grease splashing onto a hot griddle.

My blows were powerful attacks that would’ve killed most creatures, but not this motherfucker. He roared and swung his left elbow back into my head, and the blow rang my brain like a clapper inside the bell of my skull. He drew his arm forward for another strike, but I didn’t stick around to get clubbed a second time. I kicked off his back and ripped out chunks of his flesh as I somersaulted through the air behind him.

I wanted to trigger my Cloak again, but there wasn’t time. I was still airborne when the big asshole bent at the waist and drove a mule kick into my chest. My armor sizzled and popped as the attack pressed its protection to the limit, but it held.

Just barely.

I hit the ground hard, and landed on one foot, one knee, and my clenched right fist. The monstrosity I was fighting rounded on me before I could catch my breath and swung its enormous sword at me in a flat arc. The backhanded slash would’ve cut me in half if I hadn’t rolled under it. As it was, the wild attack left my opponent off guard with me inside his reach.

Before he could recover, I lunged to my feet and threw a flurry of short and brutal stabs at his body. I sliced open his thigh, the right side of his abdomen, and punctured his bicep before he brought his blade up and around in a desperate guard maneuver.

I broke off my attack to avoid the swords flickering edge and circled toward the Night King’s damaged right side. I wanted more shots at the wound there and hoped I could rip them open to spill his entrails before he could do the same to me.

He feinted an attack but drew his blade back into a defensive position before I could lunge in for a counterattack. He did it again, and again to judge my reflexes. I stopped taking the bait after the second fake out and instead shook out my arms and rolled my head on my neck to stay loose.

“We going to fight?” I asked. “Or are you going to fiddlefuck around with your sword until I get tired of your shit and take it away from you?”

He laughed at that, but the fire in his eyes told me I had pissed him off. His next move wasn’t a fake out, it was a full overhead swing.

He was big, and he had reach, but this asshole from the warp wasn’t as fast as I was. I waited until his sword’s blade was even with his shoulders, then sidestepped it and came in hard on his right side. I scored three deep stabs with my blades, and blood flowed like water from the wound I’d opened on his side by the time his blade hit the ground. The enormous weapon’s tip punched through the white ground, and black cracks filled with fire raced away from the impact site.

I reared back for another attack on his wounded side, but the Night King didn’t give me a chance to connect. He released his grip on his blade and threw a punch at my head that almost connected.

Almost.

I ducked back from the blow and slashed the inside of his wrist with my soul blades. Green fire flashed as I carved through the meat of his forearm, but he pulled his hand away and back to his side before I could do any real damage. He clenched his fist, which told me I’d missed the tendons, and then he grabbed his sword again.

“I’ve waited too long for this moment to be denied by you pathetic mortals again,” he snapped as he ripped his sword free of the ground. He held the massive weapon out in a slanted guard position, its tip aimed at my chest, as he searched for an opening. “I will kill you, feast on your souls, and then lead my people through the rift. We will claim your reality as our own, and you will know the suffering of an eternity in darkness.”

He underlined the last word with a sudden lunge that clipped my left shoulder. The blow would’ve killed me if it had been dead on, but even the glancing impact was enough to throw me off my feet and send me skidding across the ground.

I didn’t try to stop my slide but went with it. I rolled back onto my shoulders and then flipped my legs over my head. I landed on my heels and skidded a few more inches before I came to a stop.

The Night King stepped through his attack and followed up the lunge with a series of whirling sweeps, and his blade came at me again before I’d had time to recover from my tumble.

I parried the attack with both sets of blades, and the shock of our weapons as they slammed together blinded us both with a shower of red and green sparks. My arms went numb, and for a moment I was afraid he’d blasted through my armor and cut me in half. Then the pain set in, and I felt like I’d swung an aluminum bat into an electrified fence.

The Night King shouted and raised his blade overhead again. Blood flowed freely from the wounds I’d opened in his side, and I saw the slightest hesitation as his weapon reached the top of its arc. The blade fell like a bolt of lightning, and I waited until the last possible second to move.

The obsidian greatsword slammed into the ground next to me and buried a full foot of its length into the white plane.

I jumped onto the blade and took two steps up its length. I ground my heel into the knuckles of the Night King’s right hand where it clutched the hilt and leapt toward his head. The hellish beast bellowed and whipped his horns left, and then right, and I felt them slam into my armor. Something gave way on the left side of my body, and the cool, biting wind of the warp flowed through the holes he’d torn through my armor.

But I had the big buck right where I wanted him. I grabbed hold of two thick tines of his antlers, and I used my bodyweight to twist his head hard to one side as I fell onto his back. As thick as the monster’s neck was, those muscles were no match for my weight and strength. His head twisted sharply to the right, and my heels slammed into the small of his back. I pulled back down and hard on his antlers, using my leverage and my superhuman strength to bend his neck to the breaking point.

The Night King went to his knees and tried to reach me with his right arm. His thick, black-nailed fingers brushed against my leg, but I was too far toward the middle of his back for him to catch hold of me.

“Let us go,” I snarled. I felt a sudden kinship with this creature. It was unique, a beast with hungers that weren’t under its control. Seemed a damned shame to kill it just because it picked the wrong guy to fuck with. “Go back to wherever the hell you came from, and let us go back to our world, and we can both walk away from this.”

My side ached where his horns had punched through my armor, but I wasn’t about to let go of those antlers. I twisted them and roared with rage at his stubborn refusal to give up. Why wouldn’t he just admit defeat?

“Never,” he spat. “We have been banished for so long I would die before coming this close only to let it slip through my fingers.”

“Then die,” I snarled. I threw all my weight against his antlers and pulled down harder than I’d thought possible. His neck twisted, and something gave way inside it. Bones shattered against one another and his head fell to the side, his neck bent at an unnatural angle.

He collapsed under me and lay on his side with his lungs pumping like a hellish bellows. The Night King’s head faced the burning sky above us, and his eyes blazed at me with an undying hatred.

I walked to his sword and tore it free of the ground. The fire that dripped from its tip changed from red to green, and a series of strange symbols blazed to life along its length.

“This isn’t the end,” the Night King gasped. “Twice now, your people have lit a beacon to the darkness, and then denied it entry. The third time will doom you.”

“There won’t be a third time,” I said. “Any last words?”

“Bear my curse,” he started, and I swung his sword into his open mouth. The blade hacked through his cheeks and shattered the bones of his jaw. I ripped it loose, then hacked down again. The blade crashed through the rear of his skull, and the top half of the Night King’s head flopped away from its lower jaw.

I cocked his sword over my shoulder and lifted his head by the antlers with my other hand.

“You will look fucking awesome hanging on my wall,” I said. I walked, and with every step the chaotic madness around me put itself back together and became the reality I remembered. A few minutes later, I strolled across the Interdictor’s hanger deck to where Seymour and Syrl waited for me. The bodies of the Dominion troopers were stacked around the deck in broken mounds, but I didn’t see any of the fucked-up warp monsters. Just as well. If I never saw another of those fuckers, it’d be too soon.

“You look like shit,” Syrl said.

“Yep,” I said, planting the bloody head on Seymour’s hull. “But you still want to fuck me.”

“Very much,” she said with a wicked grin. “But can we get out of here first? I saw some things out there I want to forget.”

“I’m all for that plan,” I said, and slapped my hand down on Seymour’s hull. “Wonder twin powers activate. Form of a goddamned spaceship.”

Jay. The sarcophagus is still sealed. I cannot reach—

“I know,” I muttered. I don’t know how I knew, but I did. The Final Light wouldn’t let its power source go without a fight. “Let me see her.”

Seymour reshaped himself into his familiar form and shunted the Final Light off to one side of the deck. Syrl followed me over to the sarcophagus, her hand on my shoulder.

“Stand back,” I cautioned, as I lifted the heavy sword I’d taken from the Night King. I pressed its tip into the narrow gap around the lid of the sarcophagus and threw my weight against the pommel to force the blade in farther. It grated against the lid, then slipped an inch before stopping.

I bore down and pulled on the hilt as hard as I could. For a moment, nothing happened. Then a tremendous crack rang through the hangar, and I landed on my ass, the sword’s hilt clutched in both hands.

At first, I thought I’d broken the sword, but, no, it still looked good as new. The lid popped open and slid off the far side of the sarcophagus, then slammed into the Interdictor’s deck like a ten ton weight.

I tossed the sword over my shoulder, and Seymour snatched it out of the air.

I’ll put this with your trophy. Remember when I told you my previous Avatar took trophies from his enemies, and you told me that was gross? Good times, good times. And now you have a trophy room of your own. I guess we are all growing and learning together.

Syrl and I peered over the edge of the coffin and let out a sigh of relief when we saw Ingrael still alive. Her breath was shallow, and her skin was pale, but she wasn’t dead.

I yanked the feeder tubes out of the delicate woman and lifted her out of the sarcophagus. She curled against me, like a kid just woken from a bad dream.

“It’s over?” She asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s over.”

I took her aboard Seymour and left her in Syrl’s room. The huntress laid down on the mattress next to the goddess and pulled her close. I’d witnessed Syrl’s healing powers firsthand on Koroshi, so I left them to it and headed for the flight deck.

We are in the warp, still.

“Nothing’s holding us,” I said. “Warp the fuck out of here.”

I do not know if that will work.

“We don’t have much choice, Seymour,” I said, exhausted. “Blast a hole in the Interdictor, then warp us the fuck back home.

Jay.

“Make it so,” I commanded.

A moment later the viewport flickered to life, and I watched Seymour blast a giant hole in the side of the Interdictor with his plasma cannons. Then he fired up his engines and carried us out into the weird, fire-streaked world between worlds that was the void.

“Turn back,” I said. “I want to see something.”

Seymour rotated until we faced the Dominion fleet. Half of the ships were mangled and twisted into deformed versions of themselves. The other half were scorched black by unseen fires. All of them were cold and dark, their engines dead, their lights extinguished.

One by one, they imploded like a string of tin cans dropped to the bottom of the ocean. The Interdictor was the last to go, and a brilliant flash of green light marked its passing.

“What the fuck?” I asked.

What did you see?

“Nothing,” I lied.

I wanted to pretend I hadn’t seen an enormous, six-fingered hand reach through a black hole in the warp to snatch the Final Light away.

“Let’s go home.”

I’ll try.

And he did.
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Chapter 15

I have no idea what happened after we jumped into the warp from the warp itself because my brain had seen enough fucked up shit for one day and shut itself down as soon as Seymour punched it. That asshole later told me his systems had also shut down, due to a hyperquantum fluctuation. I don’t believe him, but he never budged on his version of the story, so I let it go.

There were better things to occupy my mind. And all four of them were infinitely sexier than the nightmare I’d left behind.

It took us a few days to rendezvous with Kira and Myrin, and everyone aboard Seymour took that time to try to catch up on our sleep. That was easier said than done, though, because every time we closed our eyes the nightmares we’d fought in the warp clawed their way back into our thoughts and haunted our dreams. As much as I wanted to curl up between Syrl and Ingrael, the three ugly wounds in my side insisted I spend some quality time alone, in my chamber, pondering my life’s choices. Next time I ran into an alien god, I might let someone else take a shot at offing it, first.

Seymour hung the Night King’s head up in the Soul Forge, but he made a rack for the sword above the head of my bed. I stared up at that black blade the whole time I healed and wondered where the fuck it had come from. Every once in a while, it woke me up with a strange humming sound that was almost words. Other times, the runes I’d seen along its surface blazed bright enough to drag me out of a deep sleep.

Other than that weird shit, it looked just awesome.

I do not recognize the metal it is forged from. I can’t interpret the symbols on its length, either. It is older than me.

“That’s not so great,” I said. “You think it’s dangerous to keep around?”

No more than the severed head of a warp being that is currently nailed to the inside of the Soul Forge. Keep it. It will remind you of your astonishing victory against such a powerful creature. Trophies have a power which should not be underestimated, Avatar.

Maybe he was right. Parts of my memory surrounding that fight had already grown hazy by the time we reached the Heresy’s temporary staging area. The basics were all there; I knew I’d fought some big ugly fucker from the warp, but the details shifted and changed every time I tried to recall them. There were times when I remembered the big fucker talking through the whole fight. In one memory, he told me about all the evil I’d done and complained that I was no better than he was. Other times, he was silent and brooding, a force of nature that battled me until I tore the dying breath from its ravaged body.

Fortunately, I didn’t have much time to think about it once all the ladies were back onboard Seymour. Ingrael figured out the dynamics of our little tribe right away and found a niche where she fit right in. I don’t know if it was pheromones, her freaky Chotlis mind powers, or just her nature, but we all felt more in tune with one another while she was around. We were like a puzzle that just kept adding pieces, getting bigger, and stronger, as it came together.

“Can we go home?” She asked after one particularly vigorous round of sexy times.

“We are home,” I said, my head pleasantly fuzzy. I just wanted to lie in the middle of that cuddle puddle until I melted into well-earned sleep.

“My home,” Ingrael said, and crawled up onto my chest. She crossed her hands under her chin and rested it on her knuckles. “I want you to see it.”

“The Chotlis home world was destroyed,” Kira grumbled. “The Dominion bombed it to pieces.”

“It was not,” Ingrael said. “No outsider has ever seen our home world. That is how Jyrael survived. And that is where she got her troops and the materials for the nest.”

Syrl sat up and stretched her arms over-head. The bounce of her ample chest stirred my hunger, and I reached across Myrin to stroke the huntress’ flank with the back of my hand.

“Why are you all waking me up?” Syrl asked. “I was almost asleep, and now my curiosity is killing me.”

“She did it,” Myrin said as she rolled over against me. “This little fucker right here.”

She reached up and pinched Ingrael’s ass. The slender Chotlis wriggled against me as she laughed, and I knew none of us would get back to sleep any time soon.

“I will take you home,” I said to Ingrael. “Promise.”

Ingrael pulled herself up to stare down into my face. Her deep, dark eyes searched mine, and her antennae glowed a bright, pure white as they drooped down to touch my forehead. She parted her lips and lowered her mouth to mine with a hungry passion that chased away the last shreds of sleep.

“No fair,” Myrin growled as she yanked Ingrael off me and swung a leg over to straddle my hips. “I’m first this time.”

The next few days passed in a hazy blur. We ate and drank when we thought about it but spent most of our time in my bed screwing ourselves into sweet oblivion. At some point, Ingrael gave Seymour the coordinates to her home world, which Kira continued to insist did not exist.

And then we arrived at the strangest place I’d ever seen, outside of the warp.

“What in the fuck?” I wondered as we stared down at the Chotlis home world through Seymour’s viewport. It was a massive planet, twice the size of Earth, at least, and its entire surface was covered with the gleaming metal sprawl of a single city.

“That’s not possible,” Kira said. She pointed her finger at the viewport and shook her head. “That is simply not possible.”

Myrin nudged her sister and rolled her eyes.

“It kinda has to be, since we’re staring right at it,” she said.

While the existence of the Chotlis homeworld was an indisputable fact, I sympathized with Kira. A planet of this size was a hard secret to keep, but a city of this size seemed utterly unsustainable. There were no oceans down there, no mountains, no rolling plains. It was just a single city, with towers stretched so far to the sky their tips sparked in the ionosphere and lights that blazed like the fires of creation scattered across its surface.

“How did you hide it for so long?” Syrl asked. “How did no one know this survived the battle with the Dominion?”

Ingrael spread all four of her arms and smiled so wide I thought the top half of her head would fall off.

“We are a communal species, and our power grows the more of us there are in a single community,” she said. “Even without a goddess to guide them, the Chotlis can bend their will to certain, very specific, ends. One of those is to hide from our enemies. That trick I pulled on the Chotlis fighters outside the nest? This world has pulled that same trick on the entire universe. We cannot be found if we do not wish to be found.”

Kira’s jaw dropped open as she considered the implications of Ingrael’s statement.

“We could stage troops here,” she said. “We could build bases in orbit around this planet, and the Dominion would never find us. We could—”

“Perhaps,” Ingrael said, her voice strangely cold and aloof.

“Wait,” I said. “Why did you ask Kira to hide you before you agreed to a truce? If you had this up your sleeve why wouldn’t you just bring your people here?”

Ingrael blushed a deep golden color. She averted her eyes from mine and clasped her hands tightly around her waist.

“Firstly,” she said with a glance toward Kira, “I wanted to know if she would be willing to help a force weaker than her own. I needed to know the truth of her character.”

Kira started to say something, then thought better of it. She clenched her jaw and closed her eyes for a moment, then offered Ingrael a sincere smile.

“I understand,” she said. “You were vulnerable and needed to determine if we could be trusted. I hope I passed your test.”

“You have,” Ingrael said, and bowed low to Kira. “And there was a second reason.”

My guts clenched as I waited for the hammer to fall. Nothing could ever be simple.

“Many of my people believed as Jyrael did,” she said. “They thought me a traitor to our people, a coward who would not fight to make those who had harmed us pay.”

“And yet we’re here now,” I said. “Why?”

Ingrael spread her arms wide again and beamed at me.

“Because, now I have friends again, Jay,” she said. “I have allies. Strong allies.”

She paused and stared at the viewport with burning eyes. A low whisper passed through Seymour’s flight deck so quickly I wasn’t even sure I’d heard it.

“Allies who can help me sweep aside the unclean heretics who threaten the Hive Throne,” she said, her voice fierce. “Allies who can help me conquer my home,” Ingrael’s tone growing more militant.

She turned to me and cupped my face in all four of her hands.

“And, finally,” she said, her voice almost a whisper, “a man who can stand beside this goddess as a god himself. Will you help me take back my people, Jay Lucas? Then the universe will not be able to stand in our way.”

Oh, yes. I am very much looking forward to this, Avatar.

End of Book 3



[image: ]

Thank you for reading this novel! Do you want to see another Death Ship story? Leave a review and let me know!

A letter from the author:

Dear reader, if you REALLY want to read the next Death Ship novel-I’ve got a bit of bad news for you. Unfortunately, Amazon will not tell you when book 4 comes out. They also won’t tell you when book 5, 6, or 7, etc... are published. You’ll probably never know about my next book, and you’ll be left wondering what happened to Jay, Seymour, Kira, and Myrin. That’s rather tragic.

There is good news though! There are three ways you can find out when my next book is published: 1) You can follow me on Amazon. You can do this by going to the store page of this book and clicking on the Follow button that is under the picture of my on my bike. If you follow me, Amazon will send you an email when I publish a book. You’ll just have to make sure you check the emails they send.

2) You can join my Facebook Fan group and follow me on my Facebook page. Then you’ll know when he comes out with a new book.

3) You can join my mailing list by clicking here. When you join, you’ll also get my fantasy novella Rose Boy for free-- as well as concept art for his best selling Star Justice series.

Doing any of these, or all three for best results, will ensure you find out about my next book when it is published. If you don’t, Amazon will never tell you about the next release. Please take a few seconds to do one of these so that you’ll be able to join Jay on his next adventure.

-----------------------

Like Space Opera novels? You will love MichaelScott’s International best selling Star Justice series! It’s about a weretiger space marine and his crew of beautiful women kicking ass across the galaxy.

Get it here:

USA

UK

Germany

Australia

Canada

Like novels with game stats and progression? You might love MichaelScott’s best selling Lion’s Quest series!

Get it here:

USA

UK

Germany

Australia

Canada
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