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Chapter 1

Myrin shifted and grumbled next to me. We’d been stuck inside a coffin-like cargo box for the past few hours as part of her sister’s plan to take out another Dominion station, and the cramped space was making her antsy. She rested her chin on my chest and slid her leg across my thighs. Her eyes sparkled like a pair of distant stars in the pitch-black darkness of the cargo pod. She let out a frustrated sigh and dragged her fingernails over my armor.

“We’ll be in here for at least another hour. No one will know,” she growled. “Just take off your armor and I’ll do the rest.”

She’d been saying some variation of the same thing for the past thirty minutes, and my resolve was weakening. Sexing up my comrade-in-arms wasn’t strictly disallowed, but it seemed like a bad idea given the fact that we were currently hiding inside a cargo container in the belly of a Dominion supply vessel.

“You know what will happen,” I responded, running my armored hand along her hip. “As soon as we get hot and heavy, some Dominion cargo inspector is going to pop the lid on our love shack and ask a bunch of unpleasant questions.”

She hooked her heel on my leg and pulled me closer. The temperature in that pod rose ten degrees in a second.

“That sounds exciting,” Myrin purred and glowing red embers ignited deep within her pupils. “Let’s do it. Come on. We should have just started fucking the first few minutes we got in here.”

You’re less than thirty minutes from the Triv Lorka space station. I do not advise you spend that time indulging another soldier’s wanton desires. You should focus on the coming slaughter and how to most effectively harvest souls to fill the Forge. How will Kira feel if you ruin her carefully laid plans by lying with her sister?

Seymour, the homicidal alien Artificial Intelligence who’d kidnapped me from my grandfather’s Kentucky farmstead, knew how to push me into bad decisions. He and I were on better terms now than we had been after he had first captured me, but I still wanted to let him know he wasn’t the boss of me. If he didn’t want me getting down, then I was by God going to get my freak on.

“Fuck it,” I said, retracting layers of liquid metal armor from my face, hands, and no-no zone. Pulling the suit back into my body felt bizarre, but I’d gotten handy at exposing flesh when I needed to.

“That’s the plan,” Myrin snarled. She sucked my lower lip between her teeth and bit down hard enough to get my attention, but not quite hard enough to draw blood. She’d shed her pants just as quickly as I’d peeled away my armor and wasted no time sliding on top of me.

There wasn’t any room inside the pod, but Myrin managed just fine with slow rotations of her hips. Her breath turned into soft moans in my ear, and the weeks of built up sexual tension between the two of us along with the danger of our situation combined to spin us both toward a gratifying climax.

Then my prediction came true.

The rough rasp of magnetic loading hooks attached to the cargo container’s grab plates echoed through the tight space I shared with Myrin.

“Shit,” I growled, and reached for the assault rifle pinned between my shoulder and the wall.

“Not yet,” Myrin gasped, bucking her hips at a frenzied pace. “Soon.”

I did some poor decision calculus and decided she was right. The Dominion thugs would have to offload the crate, check the manifest, get it into position, and only then would one of their inspectors get around to see what was in the box. We had plenty of fucking time.

Myrin closed her lips over mine and groaned into my mouth. Her tongue flickered like a living flame, and I nipped the tip with my incisors. The sharp surprise turned up the heat a few more degrees, and we ground our hips together as we chased the same writhing, beautiful agony.

Our pod landed on the deck with a thud that caught us both by surprise. Myrin’s eyes gleamed in the darkness, reflecting my primal grin back at me.

Her pace slowed, pulling me back from the point of no return, and she darted her head in to bite at the side of my neck.

“I’ve always wanted to try this,” she groaned into my ear.

The cargo pod opened with a hiss, and a blazing light banished the darkness surrounding Myrin and me. Surprised squawks burst from the inspectors who’d caught us bumping uglies, and Myrian let out a growl of anger.

“What are you doing?” the shocked Dominion inspector shouted.

Myrin sat up straight and drew an enormous pistol from her combat harness in the same motion. Her hips twisted in tight circles, pulling me into the tight vortex of her lust.

Before the Dominion forces could react, Myrin squeezed the ridiculous weapon’s trigger three times. The binary hammer kicked out a shot on every squeeze and every release, and my ears rang from the six rapid thunderclaps. The recoil rippled through Myrin’s body and into mine in undulating waves.

“Fuck, yes,” we gasped together as the sensation kicked us both into crashing waves of ecstasy. For an endless moment, we were bound together.

I’d never experienced anything so hot in my life.

“Did you get them all?” I asked, sucking in a deep breath.

“Yep,” she said with a wicked smile as she ground her hips against mine. “Skullcracker did his job. I’m three ahead of you without even trying.”

Myrin snatched her pants from the bottom of the cargo pod with her free hand and vaulted out of the open capsule. She somehow managed to get her pants on over her boots while she was still in midair and I was lying naked in the bottom of the cargo pod. That lady was just full of awesome.

“Very impressive,” I groaned. I armored up and clambered out of the box, grabbing my blitz gun from where it had been lying next to me against the cargo capsule’s wall. “Let’s finish this job so we can score another mission and do that again.”

“We’re live,” Myrin teased, which reminded me that her sister, Kira, could receive the transmissions from our communication earbuds now that we were free of the cargo container’s shielded walls.

“I don’t care,” I said and smacked Myrin’s muscular ass as I stepped around the trio of dead Dominion troopers and headed for the cargo bay’s exit. “Kira’s welcome to join the party.”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Kira’s throaty voice purred in my ear. “But not until you two clear the station so we can rip out its data cores.”

“Talk more, bossy lady,” I said as I peeked out into the corridor running parallel to the length of the cargo bay. “You know what I like to hear.”

Myrin joined me at the door and tilted her head to the right.

“I’ll take the starboard, you go to port,” she said. “If you beat my body count, I’ve got a special surprise for you.”

A trooper made the very poor choice to stick his head out into the hallway at that moment. I snapped off a shot with my blitz gun and the bullet caught him just to the right of his nose. The high-powered round sheared off that side of his head and painted the space station’s white walls with red blood and pale gray brains.

“That’s one,” I said as I jogged down the corridor.

“Nice,” Myrin responded as she jogged off down the corridor. “But I’m still two ahead!”

Kill 202, Avatar. You have harvested 257 glorious-

“We talked about this,” I muttered. “I don’t need a kill count every time I put a bullet through a bad guy’s dome.”

Accounting is one of my favorite parts of this experience.

“Count to yourself, Seymour,” I said.

Can I at least put a kill counter on your HUD? It will be stylish and understated. Almost elegant.

I considered Seymour’s suggestion for a moment, then relented.

“Fine,” I said. “Just do it.”

A trio of neon red numerals appeared in the lower right of my vision. They were hardly elegant, but they weren’t blindingly horrible, either. If the counter made Seymour feel better and kept him from babbling in my ear every time I popped someone, I could live with it.

I promise only to call out every twenty-fifth kill. It will be like a celebration of our glorious partnership, Avatar.

“Awesome,” I muttered as I stitched a burst up the centerline of another Dominion idiot. His body flopped out of my way as I continued around the station.

The information Kira had stolen from the Dominion during our last mission told us Triv Lorka was a shitty little space station with not much in the way of security. Its only strategic significance was a massive data core the Dominion used as a storage waypoint for the ridiculous amount of information flowing through its networks. Even that would normally have been useless, but Kira had stolen the keys to the Dominion’s diary during the mission on New Ordeith.

The same mission I’d interrupted when I’d kidnapped her. I hadn’t been such a nice guy back then. Well, that wasn’t really true. I’d just been confused about who I was working for. Now I knew I was working for the good guys.

Those keys Kira stole let her unlock any bad guy data cores she could get her hands on, and she’d been pushing hard for access to as many of those cores as possible.

I’d been ferrying her and Myrin all over Dominion territory in the weeks since I’d rescued them, and we’d knocked over eleven isolated data centers in that time. For Kira, it was like putting together a deadly jigsaw puzzle. With every piece we stole from the Dominion, the picture of their plans became clearer. Kira was sure this stop was going to be a real treasure trove of inside info on everyone’s least favorite galactic empire.

It was also the last stop we’d planned to make before jetting off for some much-needed rest and relaxation. After so much combat action, a few days in a hotel room with the princesses sounded like heaven. The only thing standing between me and my reward was a few Dominion guards.

They didn’t stand a chance.

A quick check of the map Kira had loaded to my HUD showed me the station had less than a dozen actual chambers, including the cargo deck. The power generator and life support sector were both on the starboard side of the station along with the data core.

I, on the other hand, had the crew quarters and recreation areas on my end of the station. I crossed my fingers and hoped that meant I’d run into more bad guys. Whatever prize Myrin was holding over my head, I wanted it.

A lot.

A clatter of boots on the metal deck echoed from around the next corner, and I snugged up tight against the wall with my blitz gun at the ready. A gray-clad Dominion guard made the stupid mistake of trying to cut the corner close, which narrowed his line of sight. If he’d been smart, he would have swung wide, and he’d at least have had a chance to take a shot at me before it was too late.

Instead, he bounced off my shoulder and caught an armored fist in the throat. The blow sent him staggering backward, and his weapon dropped from his nerveless fingers to the deck.

Before the dumb fuck could recover, I brought my blitz gun into position and drilled a burst through his chest.

“You picked the wrong side,” I said loud enough for my communications earbud to pick up and transmit to the rest of our team. “I’m only down by one, Myrin.”

A roar from Myrin’s absurdly loud pistol echoed down the corridor.

“Nope, I’m still two ahead, slacker,” Myrin snickered in my ear. “Better pick up the pace.”

“She’s right,” Kira added. “You would not want to miss out on what she has planned. I know I don’t.”

I didn’t waste my breath responding. It was time to get serious.

Oh, you’re happy to rack up kills for the opportunity to have someone manipulate your genitals, but you begrudge me a few simple upgrades?

The next room on my left was labeled on my HUD as crew quarters. I slapped the panel to its left and backed across the wall with my gun at the ready.

The white metal door slid open to reveal a spartan living space. I saw the end of a bunk and a small storage locker through the narrow opening, but no targets presented themselves.

I charged toward the door, slinging my rifle onto the metal clamp over my shoulder as I dropped to my knees. I slid across the smooth metal floor and popped the soul blades from my wrists, slashing to my left and right the instant I crossed the room’s threshold.

A scream told me my hunch had been right on the money. The bastards were playing possum inside the room, hoping I wouldn’t come looking for them if they laid low.

Fucking morons.

The guard I’d slashed across the torso stumbled back into four of her friends. Blood gushed from her wound, painting the floor and her friends in a hot pink froth. The screams from her twin mouths echoed through the small chamber, rattling the other guards so badly they couldn’t even manage to squeeze the triggers on the snub-nosed pistols in their shaking fists.

“Amway!” I shouted with mock cheer. “You should buy some of our first aid supplies for that little boo-boo you got there.”

The guards stared at me. Nobody appreciates my humor.

“Or, you know,” I said, snatching my rifle off my back. “Just die.”

I locked the blitz gun’s trigger back and emptied the magazine into the cluster of Dominion jerkoffs. Bullets punched through their cheap armor like knives through tinfoil, and a handful of seconds later they were all dead on the floor. Seymour’s handy kill counter told me I’d punched the tickets on all five of them.

The soul blades are more efficient. But I suppose that was effective.

Seymour wasn’t constantly riding my ass these days, but he only managed to get within spitting distance of a real compliment most of the time.

“Thanks,” I muttered low enough that my words wouldn’t get picked up by the communications earbud. “I’m pretty good at killing shit.”

“All clear on my end,” Myrin said with an unhappy sigh. “I only managed five total, including the three on the deck.”

“And I’m on my way to doubling your count,” I said. “I might even triple it before I finish up.”

“I just left Seymour, and I’m on my way to the data core,” Kira said.

“I’ll meet you there, Sis,” Myrin said.

“I’ll cover the back path, and kill everyone else on the base,” I replied. “Meet you both back on Seymour.”

“Got it,” both sisters replied in unison.

I rolled through the next several rooms without pause. The Dominion goons weren’t interested in bringing the fight to me, which made the job a pain in the ass, but it didn’t take long to clean out all the guards hiding in the station’s starboard rooms.

The last asshole tried to run from me, which was just irritating. It was bad enough he wasn’t putting up a real fight, but making me chase after him was just goddamned rude. I needed to save my energy for something a lot more fun.

I let the cock goblin get a few yards down the hall before I brought the rifle up to my shoulder and drew a bead on his doughy head.

“Hey,” I barked. “Do not make me chase you.”

The guard didn’t listen. He ran for all he was worth, and I can’t say I blamed the guy. I sighed and squeezed off a shot. The poor fuckstick wasn’t fast enough to outrun the blitz gun’s bullet.

The Dominion trooper went down with a hole the size of my clenched fist through the back of his head. His brains splashed out across the floor around his ruined head and a fine red mist hung in the air above his corpse. I swapped magazines on the blitz gun and raised the weapon to my shoulder, but there were no more bad guys to kill.

I whistled tunelessly to myself as I strode down the bloodstained corridor to the base’s cargo bay. It was hard to believe that only two months ago I’d been a Sergeant in the Marine Corps taking a few weeks leave to help out my grandparents on their Kentucky farmstead. Now, I was an intergalactic criminal who’d first kidnapped and then rescued a space princess, busted her hard-as-nails sister out of an asteroid prison, and together we conducted a bunch of military strikes against the evil Galactic Empire known as the Dominion.

Getting snatched away from my home sucked at first, but I had to admit the insanity was growing on me.

My current life was fucking awesome even if it was dangerous as hell.

“Data core secure,” Kira, the space princess, chirped through the communications earbud. “Myrin and I are heading back to Seymour.”

“Nice,” I said. “I cleared out the last of the barrack rats on my end. Final count was nineteen, by the way. The Dominion’s going to have to up their recruiting bonuses to fill all these positions I’ve been so kind to open for them.”

“I guess you win the bet,” Myrin said in a low and sultry voice. Combat always got her worked up in the best way.

“You can pay up when we get back to the ship,” I said, suddenly eager to get out of my armor. My victory celebrations with the sisters were almost as exhausting as the missions leading up to them, but a hell of a lot more fun.

I am not a ship. I’m the most advanced Artificial Intelligence entity in the known universe. You should not refer to me as a simple vehicle, Avatar.

“You’re right,” I said with a sigh. Seymour and I were trying to be more compassionate and understanding with one another. After our rocky introduction and his attempts to torture me into submission, this was proving more challenging than I liked to admit. He was doing his part not to drive me insane or dictate my every action though, which was a massive improvement over how things had started. The least I could do was show the homicidal maniac a little respect.

The cargo bay was littered with more bodies than I’d remembered. The new ones didn’t have bullet holes in them, but their limbs were twisted into unnatural shapes and most of their skulls were crushed.

“Did you have company while I was gone?” I asked.

A few gentlemen callers came around. I told them I wasn’t the kind of AI who would let just anyone inside and sent them on their way.

Seymour’s body was made up of metallic cables that he could use in all sorts of interesting ways. He had a particular fondness for creating deadly tentacles he used to smash the guts out of anyone he didn’t like.

“Nice work,” I said as I made my way up the gangplank Seymour created for me.

Lights flickered on throughout his interior, lighting my way. Seymour was pretty small as far as ships capable of interstellar flight went. His interior held a flight deck, the quarters I shared with the princesses, and the weirdest piece of tech I’d ever seen, the Soul Forge.

The enormous black pillar floated in some sort of extra-dimensional pocket in Seymour’s guts. It was way too big to fit on the ship, and yet, here it was, towering hundreds of feet above and below the walkway surrounding it. Electric green runes flared to life across its surface as I entered its chamber, and I felt a strange sense of recognition emanate from the otherworldly structure.

Is today the day you purchase an upgrade for me?

“Not today,” I said to Seymour. “But soon. I promise.”

The Soul Forge extended the interface block from its surface. I pressed my armored palm against the glowing green handprint and braced myself for the transfer of souls.

The armor I wore was a gift from Seymour. It’s composed of nanomolecular metal bonded to my flesh, and it came packed with all kinds of strange and wonderful tricks. But its real purpose, at least as far as Seymour was concerned, was to harvest the souls of the creatures I killed. The Soul Forge could extract those souls from the armor and then use them to augment my armor or improve Seymour’s mechanical body in a bunch of deadly ways.

But there was a downside to the harvest of souls. When I dumped those dead fuckers I’d killed into the Soul Forge, I got to relive their deaths.

From the wrong side.

“Well,” I said, as the transfer came to an end. “That was about as much fun as a prostate exam with a chainsaw.”

Yes, but look at all those beautiful souls just waiting to be transformed into something useful. Those idiots you killed weren’t serving any real purpose until they crossed our path. But now they will serve us for all eternity. Their lives now have true meaning.

I wouldn’t put it quite the way Seymour had, but there was a dark truth to his words. Every one of the souls I’d just dumped had been plucked from the body of a Dominion lackey who’d been trying to kill me at the moments of their deaths. They were all willing allies of the most evil empire ever to spread its ugliness across the universe. Now I’d use their souls to do something good, and it was hard to feel bad about that.

“All right, let’s see what new toys we’ll get to play with today,” I said.

Two upgrade panels snapped into view in front of me. The one on the left was for Seymour, the one on the right held upgrades for little ol’ me. While there was no denying Seymour had earned a present, it wasn’t his ass on the firing line during most of our missions, so I wanted to get at least one more upgrade for myself before spending any souls on him.

According to the Soul Forge’s counter, I’d harvested a total of two hundred and ninety souls since donning the armor. I’d blown a hundred and fifty of those purchasing Soul Blades, Camouflage, and Speed upgrades for myself. The combination made me a budget version of the Predator which was a lot of fun, and I wanted to stick with that theme. Upgrading my blades might be the best move since that increased my close combat effectiveness, but I wanted to take a better look at all three sets of options before I made a choice. I flicked my eyes toward the Soul Blade tree and it expanded to fill the center of my vision.

SOUL BLADES:

Level 1 -- Soul blades extend from each forearm. Lives taken with the blades grant an extra soul. COST: (ALREADY PURCHASED)

Level 2 -- Soul blades extend from the knees. Lives taken with any of the blades grant an extra two souls. COST: 100 souls.

Level 3 -- Soul blades extend from the feet. Blades can cut through all but the most powerful of armors. COST: 250 souls.

Level 4 -- Soul blades can act as projectiles and be thrown from the forearms. Blades explode into shrapnel when triggered. Blades grow back within 30 seconds. COST: 500 souls.

Level 5 -- Blades cut through all armor. Blades grow back instantly. Lives taken with any of the blades grant an extra four souls. COST: 1,000 souls.

REAPER -- For 30 seconds after a kill is made with the soul blades, avatar gains a bonus to all upgrades at level 5 or lower. During this time, lives taken with any of the blades grant ten souls. COST: 5,000 souls.

I already had the first level, which was awesome. Adding the second level would up my soul harvests, which seemed even more awesome. But as the war with the Dominion heated up, I needed an edge to keep me on the right side of the grave. I’d definitely be picking up the second upgrade for Soul Blades soon, but not just yet.

“Well, fuck,” I muttered, pissed that I didn’t have enough souls to pick up two upgrades this time around.

Do you ever think of anything else?

“Give me a break,” I grumbled and directed my attention to the Cloak upgrade panel.

CLOAK:

Level 1 -- Avatar can cloak for 10 seconds every hour. Cloaking effect mirrors the background environment. Moving will disrupt the effect. COST: (ALREADY PURCHASED)

Level 2 -- Avatar can cloak for 30 seconds every hour. Cloaking effect mirrors the background environment. Moving will disrupt the effect. COST: 100 souls.

Level 3 -- Avatar can cloak for 5 minutes every hour. Cloaking effect mirrors the background environment. Moving will disrupt the effect. COST: 250 souls.

Level 4 -- Avatar can cloak for 30 minutes every hour. Cloaking effect mirrors the background environment. Cloaking effect is only disrupted when running. COST: 500 souls.

Level 5 -- Cloaking effect can be used to make avatar a visual clone of any sentient being. COST: 1,000 souls.

DOPPELGANGER -- Avatar can maintain cloaking effect indefinitely. Avatar’s voice can also emulate cloned target if speech sample is taken. COST: 5,000 souls.

Becoming invisible for thirty seconds was pretty good stuff, but the drawback was huge. It only worked when I was immobile, which made the second level of this upgrade hardly worth the effort. I’d have to hold off until I could jump a few levels, which would at least let me walk while I was cloaked.

Speed, though, had potential.

SPEED:

Level 1 -- Speed is increased. Avatar is 25% faster. COST: (ALREADY PURCHASED)

Level 2 -- Speed is increased. Avatar is 50% faster. COST: 100 souls.

Level 3 -- Speed is increased. Avatar is 100% faster. COST: 250 souls.

Level 4 -- Speed is increased. Avatar is 150% faster. COST: 500 souls.

Level 5 -- Speed is increased. Avatar is 200% faster. COST: 1,000 souls.

SPEED DEMON -- Speed is increased. Avatar is 300% faster. COST: 5,000 souls.

As with Cloak, I could easily afford the second level of the Speed upgrade. While the next step on this tree wasn’t flashy, it was a clear and valuable improvement over the level one upgrade I had. For a hundred souls, I could become fifty percent faster than I’d been before I got the armor. That would help me get in and out of combat more quickly, and it would make me a fucking meat grinder in close combat.

“Done and done,” I said, selecting the Level 2 Speed upgrade. My soul counter dropped precipitously to a mere forty souls, but that was alright. I’d fill it again in no time.

The galaxy was full of bad guys waiting to be turned into go-go juice for Seymour and me.

The world didn’t exactly slow as the power settled into me, but it became easier to perceive and pass through it. I instinctively moved in a smoother, more efficient manner than I had before, and my whole body felt slick and loose.

Well, that is efficient, if boring.

“It’s not boring,” I retorted. “Going fast is always fun, and you should be glad that I can get into combat more quickly with this new upgrade.”

If it gets me closer to getting upgrades for myself, I’ll be excited for you. For now, though, I am only somewhat impressed. Woo-hoo. Would you like a party hat?

Apparently, sarcasm was not off the table in our kinder and more respectful relationship. But, before I could fire back with a jab of my own, Kira’s voice rang through Seymour’s guts.

“Jay,” she shouted, “we’re back!”

I left the green and obsidian impossibility of the Soul Forge behind and headed to the flight deck. Kira sounded excited, which told me she’d found something extra nice in the Dominion data core we’d just raided. She was really enjoying all this active combat duty, and I had to admit it was very, very nice working so closely with her.

Two steps from the flight deck, a shadow ambushed me. My attacker lunged from around the corner and slammed a forearm across my throat. My armor protected me from the worst of the attack, but the arm under my chin cranked my head back at an awkward angle.

I popped my Soul Blades, but before I could bring them to bear, my attacker hooked their legs around my hips and twisted their body hard to the left. The combination of momentum and torque allowed my smaller ambusher to flip me off my feet and send me plunging toward Seymour’s deck.

And five minutes ago that attack would have slammed me flat onto my back. But my new speed allowed me to spin in midair like a falling cat. It was my attacker, not me, who hit the deck first.

Myrin grinned, her eyes wide and bright.

“That was new,” she said, licking her lips.

“You’re lucky I realized who you were before we hit the deck,” I said, glancing at my left hand. My soul blades were extended, and their tips rested against Myrin’s throat.

“And you’re very lucky I trusted you to show restraint,” she said with a husky laugh.

She glanced at her left hand, which held her oversized pistol to my temple.

“Take that fucking helmet off,” she said, hunger dripping from her words.

The instant I retracted the visor protecting my face, Myrin holstered her pistol and lunged up at me like I was a slab of prime rib and she was a starving tigress.

She clamped her mouth over mine and damn near sucked the wind right out of my lungs. Combat got Myrin very, very excited.

After a deliriously passionate kiss that left me with bruised lips and a racing heart, Myrin leaned her head back onto the deck and let out a deep sigh. She ruffled her fingers through my hair and then slapped my thigh.

“That was fun,” she said. She shot me a wink and slid out from beneath me with feline grace. “But you’re going to have to be a little sharper to keep up with me. It’d be a real shame if I killed you by accident one day.”

I swatted the warrior princess’s ass as she headed down the hall, and she let out an exaggerated yelp of mock indignation.

“Don’t you know who I am?” she asked as we entered the flight deck. “I am Myrin Alari, Princess of the—” Kira interrupted her sister with a shout and leaped into my arms. Where Myrin was all hard edges and muscular curves, Kira was soft and supple. She melted against me and batted her enormous violet eyes, pulled my head down to meet hers, and gave me a long, deep kiss. It lacked Myrin’s ferocity, but more than made up for it with a deep passion which threatened to drown me in its intensity.

“Guess what I found?” she asked, practically bouncing in my arms with excitement.

Before I could answer, she looped her arms around my neck and pulled my head down for another kiss. The sisters were as different as night and day, but they each offered and demanded different things from me. Even though I missed Earth and my grandparents, flying around a distant galaxy with a powerful spaceship, killing douchenozzles that needed killing, and fucking beautiful twin space princesses more than made up for it. I’d never been happier in my fucking life.

“Tell me,” I said, struggling to catch my breath.

“Show him, Seymour,” Kira said. She slithered out of my arms and approached the massive viewport taking up half the wall in the spherical flight deck.

This really is quite interesting, Avatar. Your Princess is normally excitable over literally nothing, but this merits investigation.

The screen popped to life and showed me a verdant green orb floating in the blackness of space. Technical details scrolled down the screen to the left of the planet, but I didn’t bother reading anything. Kira had her hands on her hips, and chin tilted up in school teacher mode.

“This is Koroshi,” she said, her voice taking on the dry, over-enunciated tone she used for every mission briefing. “It’s a small planet in one of the many wilderness sectors unclaimed by the Dominion or Free Systems. Indigenous life forms are numerous but non-sentient. Lots of simple animals and plants, in other words, but few natural resources and no people.”

I raised an eyebrow. None of this seemed terribly exciting, in stark contrast with the plans I had for the sisters. And that wasn’t even taking into consideration the surprise Myrin had promised me for beating her kill count. I wanted to wrap this up and get down to some well-deserved recreational time with my two favorite ladies.

“So what? It’s a jungle planet full of lions, tigers, and bears?” I asked. “Are we going to start a zoo?”

Kira rolled her eyes and Myrin chuckled.

“Zoom in,” Kira said. Seymour obeyed her command, which surprised me. The AI had hated Kira from the minute I’d brought her aboard, and he’d begged me to kill her repeatedly. Once it became clear she wasn’t going anywhere, his attitude had started to soften. Now he treated her with grudging respect and had stopped asking me to murder her every few minutes.

But doing what she told him to do? That was some next level shit.

The viewport magnified one section of the planet to reveal a cluster of high-tech buildings surrounding a central domed structure. That did not look like something a bunch of monkeys might’ve built.

“Our friends in the Dominion have established a research facility on Koroshi,” Kira continued. “It’s not large, less than a hundred staff and half that many guards, which works in our favor.”

Myrin brushed her tightly braided violet hair back across her shoulders and crossed her arms over her chest.

“And?” She asked. “If it’s that small and so lightly guarded, it can’t hold anything of interest. Are we going after another data vault? Maybe it’s time to let someone else do the hacking and cracking so we can do something more interesting.”

Kira gave her sister a smug smile before continuing.

“Ah, dear sister,” she said, wagging her finger. “That is where you are wrong. This base isn’t a data vault, or a weapons plant, a shipyard, or even a military installation. It’s a research center, and what they’re researching is beyond interesting.”

I didn’t want to steal Kira’s thunder or cut short her presentation. She was obviously excited by what she’d found, and I wasn’t going to disappoint her by making her cut to the chase. I waited patiently, letting her unspool her story as fast or as slow as she wanted.

“This research facility is isolated because the Dominion wants to minimize the number of people who know what they’re playing with,” Kira said, wiggling her eyebrows to emphasize her excitement. “Mutagenic weapons.”

Myrin and I glanced at one another. Kira had clearly dropped that last line as a bombshell, but it had missed the marks for both of us.

“So,” I said, hesitantly, “like, viruses?”

Kira shook her head, and her grin widened.

“Super soldiers,” she said. “Augmentations of all kinds. Hybridized DNA to push their soldiers to the next level. I think after what happened with Jay at the prison, the Dominion wants some elite troops of its own.”

It was Myrin’s turn to look concerned. Her eyebrows shot up, and she stroked her chin with one scarred finger.

“How close are they to rolling this out?” Myrin asked. “Can we get a strike force out there to bomb that place to atoms before they start cranking a bunch of freaks off the assembly line?”

“They’re close,” Kira said. She gave a little shrug before continuing. “The data in this core wasn’t fresh. It was uploaded a couple of weeks ago. But according to the projections I decrypted on the way back to Seymour, it won’t be long before they have field units ready. My guess is the first stable subjects will roll out within a few days.”

I didn’t like the sound of that at all.

For starters, I was pretty sure the Dominion wasn’t working with volunteers who’d signed release forms before a mad scientist started injecting them with stem cells, or nanites, or whatever the fuck it was they were using to enhance them. I was very familiar with what being kidnapped and experimented on was like. I didn’t like the thought of anyone else going through that ordeal, not one bit.

My second piece of hate for this operation blossomed out of the idea of the Dominion taking someone like Morl, an enormous blue alien troll of a motherfucker, and turning him into a werewolf. There were plenty of badass aliens in the universe for me to kill without worrying about this kind of crazy shit popping up down the road.

“And how far is the nearest strike team?” I asked, my gut already telling me the answer.

“Too far,” Kira said. I don’t know how she did it, but she kept a complete picture of the Heresy’s operations in her head at all times. She knew how many people the rebellion had on its payroll, how many ships, and what they were all up to at any given moment. “The nearest bombers are six days out.”

Myrin grumbled at that. We both knew where this was headed.

“How far away from our current location is this fucking place?” I asked reluctantly.

Kira tried to stifle a grin and failed. Unlike her sister and me, Kira was still new to field operations. Every mission was exciting for her, every success a personal high. I admired her desire to get out there and mix it up with the bad guys, but it was exhausting.

“We’re twelve hours out,” she said. “We’re lucky we decided to hit this place before our vacation instead of waiting. If we’d left it for one of the cleaning crews to deal with, we would have missed this chance to put a big crimp in the Dominion’s plans.”

Kira didn’t wait for Myrin and me to protest. She crossed the flight deck, took each of our hands, and pulled us close to her. Her violet eyes darted between us, pinning each of us in turn with an intense stare.

“I know we had plans,” she started, but Myrin interrupted her.

“We had a vacation on the books,” Myrin said. “A secure suite in the most exclusive resort in this corner of the galaxy. Top-tier chefs and bartenders. An exclusive preview of the Indiroka Aerial Circus. Alone time, just the three of us, without every Dominion guard in the sector trying to shoot us full of holes. There was an anti-gravity bed and all the slurk we could drink waiting for us.”

I gave the sisters’ hands a squeeze.

“Myrin’s right. That vacation was going to be a complete blowout. I’m really, really, disappointed we’re going to have to postpone our plans,” I said. “Because Kira’s right, too. We can’t let this go. If we don’t stop the Dominion from getting their monster factory up and running, we’ll never get another vacation. Every waking minute will get spent on hunting down freaks.”

Myrin grumbled at my siding with her sister but nodded in glum resignation.

“This sucks,” she said. “But I get it. Let’s put our ass-kicking boots on and take care of these assholes.”

Kira abandoned my hand and threw her arms around her sister’s neck. She squeezed Myrin so tight I could hear their ribs creaking.

“The bad news is we don’t have enough explosives to flatten the place completely,” Kira said.

Perhaps if someone had upgraded my systems, then we would have the firepower we needed to level the research station. I’m sure your blades will do the job almost as well as an additional plasma cannon or a new rack of missiles.

Myrin studied Seymour’s display and traced one of the buildings near its center with her index finger.

“This looks like a fusion reactor,” she said. “Are they still using the old designs?”

“Got it in one,” Kira said and pointed a pair of finger guns at her sister. “They’re not expecting an attack out here, and those designs are extremely efficient if you can’t get regular re-supplies of fusion rods.”

“Too bad they're also prone to melting down if something happens to the safeguards,” Myrin said. “That’s the plan, huh? Runaway fusion reactor accident?”

Kira folded her fingers together and cracked her knuckles with an exaggerated grin.

“That’s what it’ll look like from the outside, yes,” she said. “But, of course, it’s going to be a lot more fun for us. I’ve got some new toys I want to try out, and I’m sure the two of you wouldn’t mind a little more exercise.”

The way she said the last word and wiggled her eyebrows was almost too much for me to bear.

“You know, I could use a workout,” I said, hooking one arm around Kira’s hourglass waist and the other around Myrin’s muscular hips. “Which one of you wants to spot me?”

I assume you want me to set a course for Koroshi? For once, I actually agree with your Princess’s plan. There’s something familiar about this place, something that warrants further investigation.

“To the workout room,” I said, tossing Kira over my left shoulder. “Seymour, do the driving.”

Without warning, Myrin jumped up onto my right hip and curled her legs around my waist. She turned my chin toward her face with the fingers of her right hand and mashed her lips against mine.

“How many reps before you pass out this time?” She said with a devilish grin and then darted her head forward to nip at the side of my throat. Her teeth pinched the skin over my carotid artery, reminding me that she wasn’t just dangerously hot, Myrin was deadly.

“Last time, I’m pretty sure it was the two of you who ran out of steam first,” I said and clicked my teeth together in front of Myrin’s nose. “Just like always.”
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Chapter 2

After a few rounds with Kira and Myrin, I was so wiped out that Seymour had to yell inside my head three times to drag me up from the depths of my blissful sleep. He was, without a doubt, the most annoying alarm clock ever built.

Ah, you aren’t dead. What a relief. We’re on our final approach to Koroshi. You should come to the flight deck.

Moving from the warm and comfy position was the last thing I wanted to do. Myrin was curled up on my left side, her wiry frame pressed up against me, and her muscular legs wrapped around my thigh. Her head rested on my shoulder, and the heat of her breath brushing against my ear made me wish we had more time.

Kira’s head rested on the right side of my chest. Her arm stretched across me and her hand rested on her sister’s waist. Kira’s hair smelled like wildflowers, and I couldn’t resist dipping my head to her scalp for a deep breath. Her scent made me want to close my eyes and drift back into the blissful dark.

But, trouble was brewing and trying to hide from it wouldn’t accomplish anything. It was time for me to exercise the fine art of compromise.

“There’s nothing on the flight deck you can’t show me here,” I said. “Open a viewport so I can see.”

These women are making you lazy. I should transform the bed into a nest of spikes to keep the three of you from becoming so complacent. I only allow your breeding activities, because they make you less of an asshole when you’re finished.

“Enough,” I grumbled under my breath. “Show me the goods or fuck off and let us sleep.”

Despite his threat, Seymour didn’t try to impale the girls or me. Instead, he transformed the ceiling of my bedroom into a wall-to-wall digital window into space. I liked it. I might ask him to leave it that way.

At first, I saw nothing but the inky blackness of deep space and the pinprick gemstone lights of distant stars. Wisps of incandescent gas flickered across the darkness, remnants of ancient suns. Every few moments a streak of light zipped between stars. They were beautiful, but those flashy trails could have just as easily pointed the way to a planet-killing asteroid on its way to obliterate another civilization as a harmless comet’s light show.

Seymour helpfully centered our destination on the viewport and highlighted it with a bright yellow ring. It was still a great distance away, but we would reach it in very little time at the speed we were moving. Seymour wasn’t big, but he was fast. Very, very fast.

I haven’t detected any other ships within hailing distance for the past several hours. There’s nothing at all out here. I don’t even sense any transmissions from our target. Perhaps your Princess was incorrect or her information was outdated.

“She’s not,” I said, and squeezed Kira closer to my side. “She’s hardly ever wrong.”

She is often right. Though she was wrong about you.

“You think?” I said quietly. Myrin stirred next to me, as if sensing my unease, then wrapped her legs more tightly around mine and pressed herself against me. The gentle puff of her breath against my neck made it hard to think about anything other than the warm women on either side of me.

She thought you were a monster when you’d first met. But you’re quite the hero to her now.

Before I could respond to Seymour’s unexpected comment, the tiny green dot we’d been approaching grew large enough for me to make out more details on its surface. Seymour anticipated my needs and zoomed into the planet.

The fact that he knew me so well after such a short time was convenient, but also worrisome. Every time Seymour anticipated my needs, it reminded me of how he’d tried to control me when we’d first met. He was behaving much more pleasantly these days, but maybe that was just a subtler leash. I turned my thoughts away from my AI partner and back to the task at hand. There was no point in letting him pick up on my concern.

Koroshi was smaller than Kira’s pictures led me to believe. It was a lush, green orb hanging in the inky blackness of space far from any other planets. No moons orbited around it, and its sullen red sun left much of its overgrown surface in long, deep shadows. I didn’t even see the telltale metallic streaks of artificial satellites spinning around the tiny planet.

“They’re not going to see us coming?” I asked. “If there’s nothing else out here, we’ll be kind of obvious.”

Kira tightened her arm across my chest and wriggled against me, finally giving up on getting any more sleep.

“The Dominion won’t see us,” she muttered, “because they’re not looking for us. They have passive sensors, which would detect any modern ship, but no active scanning. They don’t want to broadcast their presence to anyone who might be looking this way.”

That made sense. If the Dominion troops down there wanted to remain invisible, the best way to do it was to be very quiet. Active scanners threw sweeps of energy into space and read the reflections. Out here, that kind of activity would stand out like an emergency flare on a clear night. And their passive sensors wouldn’t do any good when it came to Seymour because he was so old and weird he didn’t provide any signature they’d recognize. To the Dominion forces on the ground, we probably looked like a hunk of space debris or the remnants of a dead comet.

“Good to know,” I said. “How about their ground surveillance?”

“Short range radar,” Kira said, stifling a yawn against my naked chest. “Seymour has to put us down beyond its area of effect to avoid detection.”

“Which means we’ll be walking in,” Myrin said and nipped my earlobe between her sharp teeth. “Why don’t you talk to your ship somewhere else and let the two of us catch up on our beauty sleep? After that last round, I need to gather my strength for the hike.”

I eased out from between the sisters, and they snuggled up with one another beneath the thin layers of the sheet they’d picked up on their last shopping trip. It was red and felt like silk, only much softer and warmer. With a rueful sigh, I left the violet-haired beauties behind and summoned my armor. It oozed out of my pores like cold honey and moments later I was encased head to toe in deadly metal.

I selected a landing site beyond the range of the base’s passive sensors. Hopefully, your biological exertions with the specimens in your bedchamber haven’t drained too much of your energy. It will be quite a hike. By the way, you do realize the Alari sisters are ingesting hormone-based birth control, don’t you? Breeding is an absolute impossibility. I’m not even sure why you —

“Let’s leave it that way,” I said. “You don’t pry into my love life, and I won’t ask you why you won’t let me tell the princesses anything about what happens in the Soulforge.”

Here, let me show you where I’ll be landing.

There was a faint scent of hot oil in the air, a clear sign Seymour was irritated with me. He had a past he wasn’t willing to reveal, and he got testy whenever I mentioned it. That didn’t mean I was going to stop questioning him about what he’d been up to before he captured me, but it did mean he would change the subject every time I brought up his history.

The flight deck’s viewport showed me the jungle we were flying above. The enormous trees below us had wound their limbs together into a thick canopy that seemed almost impenetrable. Monkey-like creatures scrambled along those thick branches, ducking in and out of clusters of enormous leaves. I could almost smell the rich, musky perfume of the wilderness below me. It would be good to feel honest dirt under my feet after so much time spent in the cold, dead guts of spaceships, mining colonies, and alien cities. The country boy inside me was eager to explore the jungle below.

That black scar to our east is the Dominion research facility. I took some orbital snapshots of it as we passed over, and I’ll forward those to your HUD during your overland journey if you so desire. Not much to see, honestly. The Dominion doesn’t care much for ornamentation.

I didn’t respond to Seymour’s opinion about our enemies. I was too busy looking at the weird shit off to our west. Shadowy lines wove through the jungle’s canopy like streams of spilled ink. The trees trembled as whatever-was-making-those-tracks moved between them.

“What the hell is that?” I asked. I tapped my finger on the trio of black lines threading their way across the viewport.

Seymour’s cameras zoomed in on the location I’d touched. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the scene below me. Something was plowing through those massive trees like a kid’s Tonka truck smashing through a stack of Legos. If those trees were as big as I thought they were, whatever was making those tracks was enormous.

My sensors detect life forms, but no power sources.

“How about we don’t land anywhere near those fucking things,” I said. “I have no interest in running into something big enough to make those tracks.”

Affirmative. Though it might be interesting to see if creatures of that size have souls.

“Interesting isn’t the word I would use,” I said.

I watched those tracks as Seymour wheeled away from them, turning his nose to the north and heading for the landing spot he’d already chosen.

“How are we going to get through all those tree limbs?” I asked. The canopy was no less dense where Seymour had stopped, and I didn’t see any possible way for him to thread between their branches.

Seymour’s response was to point his nose at the sky and accelerate straight up at a neck-snapping speed. Before I could regain my balance, he flipped over and dropped toward the jungle like a diving eagle. The viewport filled with the image of hundreds of massive tree limbs locked together in a living barricade. Seymour was tough, but if we rammed into those trees, there’d be nothing left of us.

“Goddamnit, Seymour, knock it off,” I growled.

A vibrating thrum ran through Seymour’s body. A blast from his cannon flashed from the lower center of the viewport, and a ball of energy knocked a clean, sizzling hole through the roof of the jungle. A split second later, Seymour plunged through the opening he’d created and made a sudden landing on the jungle’s floor that left my guts down around my ankles. For a moment, all I could do was listen to the sound of broken branches falling onto Seymour’s hull as I struggled to keep from puking up my last meal.

“Was that really necessary?” I asked, bracing myself against the wall of the flight deck and groaning. “You won’t be happy until I throw up in my helmet, will you?”

It was a necessary maneuver to get us below the tree line without unnecessary exposure to the passive sensors suite at the Dominion research facility. If you are insinuating I did it for any other reason than efficiency, I can assure you that is not the case.

“That’s bullshit,” I grumbled, “and you know it.”

“That was fun,” Myrin said from the flight deck’s doorway. In the few minutes I’d been away from her, the warrior woman had managed to gather all her gear and get kitted up for the long trek to our target. “Seymour knows all kinds of crazy tricks, doesn’t he?”

“You don’t know the half of it,” I said. “Watch this. Seymour, guns.”

What’s the magic word?

“Seymour. Guns. Please,” I said, exasperated at the AI’s sudden demand for etiquette.

Incorrect, the magic word is “kill.” I thought you were a Marine, Jay?

Without warning, Seymour opened a panel in the flight deck’s ceiling and dropped my gear onto my armored head. I caught the combat harness before it could fall to the floor and ducked my head to keep from getting brained by the bolt hammer pistols attached to it.

I was adjusting my gear when Kira showed up wearing a set of fancy camo that fuzzed her outlines in a haze of diffused light. It wasn’t as fancy as my armor’s cloak, but it was damned effective just the same. Any sniper trying to get a bead on her would end up with eye strain before he could pin the princess down.

“Ready for a walk in the park?” Kira asked. She grinned and settled a pair of chrome goggles over her violet eyes. “This is going to be fun.”

Fun might have been a stretch. In the weeks I’d been running missions with Kira and Myrin, I’d added some survival gear to my regular equipment. Small packages of densely packed food, water condensing vials, and other outdoor necessities didn’t take up much space, but they added the pounds to my kit. Even with the weight evenly distributed across my harness, lugging all of it through the wilderness wasn’t my idea of a party. Just because I was strong enough to carry a few hundred pounds didn’t mean I wanted to become a pack mule.

“Walking through a jungle carrying all this junk will suck,” I said. “But at least we won’t have to walk back to Seymour when this is over.”

Seymour opened a portal in the side of the flight deck and extended a gangplank composed of dozens of interlocking metal cables. His ability to change the location of doors and to modify his mechanical body was convenient, if a little unnerving.

“We’ll have to walk back if we’re trying to keep a low profile,” Myrin said. “Having your ship fly in and pick us all up is going to raise a lot of eyebrows.”

“Only if there are any eyebrows left to raise,” Kira said, rapping her knuckles on my metal-clad ass as she bounded down the gangplank ahead of us. “But we haven’t been leaving a lot of Dominion soldiers behind lately, now have we?”

Myrin and I both chuckled. Kira was right. There hadn’t been many survivors in the last few missions the three of us undertook. It wasn’t that we were so bloodthirsty, it was that the Dominion hated us so much they threw everything they had at us wherever we showed up. There must’ve been a hell of a bonus on our heads considering how many Dominion soldiers we’d taken out in the past few weeks.

My heavy boots sank a half-inch into the spongy ground cover at the base of the gangplank. The jungle’s floor was concealed beneath a carpet of dense undergrowth that gave beneath my every step, but never broke. The network of resilient vines put an extra little spring in every one of my steps.

Kira bounced on her heels for a few moments, grinning like a kid in a candy store.

“This place is something else,” she said, sweeping her arms out to gesture at the enormous trees towering around us.

The jungle vegetation might’ve been tightly woven at the canopy, but the trunks themselves were a good hundred yards apart at the surface. I’d been dreading a long slog through dense vegetation, but these massive trees had wide open spaces between them. Perfect.

Each of the trees was at least a hundred feet around and stood at least ten times that height. I realized that the woven limbs weren’t just a handy habitat for alien monkeys but served a useful purpose. The trees could support one another with their branches, which allowed them to grow to much greater heights than would have been possible if they’d been alone. It was an amazing feat of nature, and I was a little bummed out that Seymour had knocked a hole through it.

I cast a nervous glance skyward at the hole that Seymour had blasted through the jungle’s canopy. Fortunately, he didn’t seem to have destabilized the network of branches holding these massive jungle giants upright. It would take more than a single blast from one of his cannons to do lasting harm to the resilient jungle.

I’ve taken the liberty of picking the simplest path from here to your target, Avatar, and have sent it to your HUD. Please be aware I have detected some seismic activity, so there may be unplanned detours during your journey.

I tried to ignore the implications of that statement, and let out a long, low whistle to get the sisters’ attention. They were just as fascinated by the jungle surrounding us as I was. Our senses were overwhelmed by the fertile scent of wild growth and the vibrant displays of jewel-toned butterflies and darting, flashing birds.

“Let’s move out,” I said. “Maybe we’ll take some snapshots on our way back. Get some souvenirs to remember this trip.”

The sisters fell into step on either side of me. We’d been on enough combat missions now that we all knew our roles. I kept my eyes focused on the terrain ahead of us, watching for potential danger headed toward us. Myrin watched our left flank, her hands loose at her sides but ready to snatch her deadly rifle from the harness across her shoulders. Kira, on my right, wore a pair of mirrored goggles that showed her the view from the surveillance drones she’d picked up a couple of missions back. The tiny flying devices hovered a few yards above our heads, broadcasting everything they saw back to their mistress. I don’t know how she’d gotten used to the overlay of the drones’ vision on her own, but it never seemed to bother her.

We’d been hiking through the jungle for a couple of hours when the more or less level ground sloped upward. Within a few minutes, we were trudging up the side of a wide hill that grew steeper with every step we took. The incline was annoying, but I could tell it was really wearing on the twins.

“Gimme those packs,” I said, tugging on the supply cases attached to the backs of Myrin’s and Kira’s harnesses. They reached up and released the magnetic latches, and I slung their gear over my shoulders.

“Thank you kindly, sir,” Myrin said, brushing the sweat from her forehead with the back of her arm. “This fucking hill was trying to straight up murder me.

“Shouldn’t skip cardio day,” Kira said with a grin, but she didn’t even try to hide her relief at not having to lug the survival gear up the hill. “Thanks, Jay. That pack was breaking my back.”

“I don’t skip cardio,” Myrin said. “I love cardio. It’s my all-time favorite thing next to applying Mordravian hair removal larvae on my bikini area. In fact, I’m going to start doubling up—”

“What is this bullshit?” Kira asked, interrupting her sister’s flirting. She’d beaten us to the top of the hill and had one hand shielding her eyes as she looked down.

I hustled to catch up to her and let out a string of curses. This wasn’t a hill, it was a cliff overlooking a ravine.

“Hey, Seymour,” I said. “You didn’t spot this little ditch on your map.”

I did warn you of the seismic activity in the area. If you want to be mad, perhaps you should stab the planet and demand it stops sliding its tectonic plates about. One moment, I will try to route you around this obstacle.

The sunken barrier extended as far as I could see to the north and south. I knelt at the edge of the ravine and examined the dirt. It looked natural enough to me. There were no signs of demolition, no burns, not even the strange, telltale bevel of an antimatter beam’s impact.

“I don’t know, kids,” I said, turning to the sisters. “Seymour says this wasn’t on the data we stole from the Dominion.”

“I’ll send one of my flyboys up for a peek,” Kira said as she blew a strand of hair out of her face. She flicked the fingers on her right hand, and a sparkling drone zipped away with a sound like an irritating mosquito. It rose into the air as high as the jungle’s canopy would allow and then streaked out over the ravine.

I watched the glinting little piece of metal and plastic zip away to the south, then reappear briefly as it headed back to the north. A few minutes later it zipped back and hovered almost silently in the air a few feet above and behind Kira like a protective spirit.

“There’s a crossing to the south,” Kira said. “But it’s five or six miles from here. The ravine gets deeper the farther north you go, and the walls look harder to climb.”

Myrin grumbled and leaned out over the edge of the ravine. She shielded her eyes from the rays of sunlight piercing the gaps in the canopy above us and stared down into the shadowy depths.

“It’s not that deep here,” she said. “It’s kind of dark, so it’s hard to be sure, but it looks like the bottom’s only twenty feet down, maybe less. And the walls aren’t quite vertical. Lots of handholds.”

She is correct, the ravine is not deep. However, the fact that it was not on the maps procured by your princess leads me to believe there is more to this than meets the eye. Spending an hour or two walking is much safer than braving the dangers of these unknown depths. Also, it looks dark down there, and I know you are very afraid of the dark without me there to protect you.

Seymour was very big on having me kill things to harvest souls to make the two of us stronger, but he was surprisingly squeamish when it came to dangers he couldn’t quantify or risks that didn’t hold the promise of significant rewards.

I, on the other hand, wasn’t such a big baby about this kind of thing. Tromping alongside the ravine for hours wasn’t my idea of fun, and I was in a hurry to wrap this mission up so I could get on with my vacation.

“Kira, send one of your mosquitos down there,” I said. “If it looks good, we’ll climb the ravine and save a couple hours of walking.”

I hope you know what you’re doing, Avatar. Ignoring my sage advice hasn’t always worked out the best for you.

One of Kira’s zippy little drones vanished into the ravine, and a cone of light burst from its face as it reached the bottom. The light revealed a sunken stream carving a deep path through the ravine’s floor. Sprays of water passed through the drone’s light, creating rainbows that were born, flickered, and died in the time it took the drone to rotate a few degrees.

“Looks clear,” Kira said. “Let me just take a look on the other side to be sure—”

The drone drifted across the stream at the bottom of the ravine, flashing its light from side to side as it searched for any hidden dangers. It had almost reached the ravine’s far wall when something long, black, and fast as fuck lashed out from the shadows and slurped the drone up.

“Was that a snake?” I asked. It had certainly looked like a fucking snake, but snakes weren’t thirty-feet long.

“Uh, I think so,” Kira said. “Yep, looking at the slo-mo replay from my dead drone now. Only caught a glimpse of it, but that is definitely a snake. A big one.”

Myrin had her rifle up to her shoulder and was peering through the fancy scope attached to its rail. That gun had more tricks than David Copperfield’s headlining tour in Vegas.

“I see it,” she said, “it’s under a ledge at the bottom of the ravine. Want me to smoke it?”

I considered letting Myrin punch a hole in giant snake’s skull with her rifle, but then I decided against it.

“Nah, I’ll take care of it,” I said and lowered their packs to the ground. “We’re trying to be sneaky, right? No sense firing off our guns like a bunch of newbs.”

Perhaps you shouldn’t—

I stepped off the edge of the ravine with a wide grin on my face. It’s not every day a boy gets a chance to fight a giant snake like goddamned Conan. I was not going to pass this up.

My boots hit the bottom of the ravine and I let my knees flex with the impact. The air was cooler in the shady defile, and I took a moment to let my eyes adjust to the gloom before I took another step. I wanted to fight a snake, not get blindsided by one.

Might I suggest you pick up some additional armor, or at least some HUD enhancements before wandering around in the depths of the earth in search of dragons?

“Jay!” Kira shouted in my earbud. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

“Sure,” I said. “It’s a snake. I’m a man. Historically, humans won this kind of fight all the time. I’ve got opposable thumbs, this dumbfuck doesn’t even have arms. Piece of cake.”

“This will be fun to watch,” Myrin said. “Kira, get one of your drones down there. Make a movie.”

With my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I could just make out the snake’s outline. It was an enormous creature sprawled out on the far side of the ravine. Its glimmering orange eyes flickered with a surprising vibrancy as its head swung from side to side.

“Hey there, big guy,” I called out as I approached the stream. “You related to Thulsa Doom by any chance—?”

That got its attention.

Before the last word left my lips, the snake launched itself at me. Its jaws gaped wide to reveal a cottony white maw and the rich, pink hole of its gullet.

For such a big thing, the snake was incredibly fast. I watched its mouth approach and popped the soul blades from my wrists. At the last possible second, I sidestepped and twisted my body on my right heel.

The massive beast streaked by me with an enraged hiss. It reeked of a thick, wild musk that made my stomach clench and my eyes water. It was a creature born of an alien wilderness that had forged it into a deadly killing machine. Until it met me, this giant snake was probably the apex predator for miles around.

“Ole, bitch,” I crowed as the snake shot past. It landed on the stony ground behind me, throwing up gravel as it spun around to face me.

The creature’s serpentine body was thirty-feet long and covered in thick black scales which gleamed with a shifting rainbow of colors that reminded me of spilled oil on rainy asphalt. Scimitar-sized fangs jutted from its upper jaw, and its lower jaw was lined with a serrated bony plate that glistened like the edge of a freshly stropped straight razor.

The snake struck again, uncoiling and flinging its head at me like a spear.

I sprang away from the giant snake and rolled along the edge of the stream, narrowly avoiding its deadly chompers. The serpent landed with an impact that jolted the ground beneath my feet, and I steadied myself by driving both soul blades into the enormous beast’s wide flank.

Pearlescent purple blood jetted from the wounds I’d opened on the creature’s side, and I realized my blades had only penetrated an inch or so past its scales.

There is something strange about this creature. It is more than it appears, though I can’t determine exactly why. You should kill it and harvest its soul so we can examine it in more detail.

The beast slithered away from me and coiled up just downstream. Its massive head cast a long shadow across me as it reared up for another strike. The scales on its back looked as thick as manhole covers so that avenue was out of the question. The smaller scales on its side were too tough for me to get a clean killing shot in. But the wide bands of paler material across its belly didn’t look thick or resilient enough to turn my weapons aside.

“All right, tough boy,” I said, “let’s give you a big ol’ belly button.”

The serpent lunged at me, and its head dove out of the sky at me like a raptor bombing down on its hapless prey. Too bad for the snake I wasn’t a helpless field mouse or stupid salmon.

As the snake dropped toward me, the lower half of its body remained more or less immobile. I lunged inside the attack, leapt up, and drove my left hand across the exposed sliver of snake gut in front of me. The tips of the soul blade sank through the scale with about as much resistance as a scalpel through a gummy bear. Sticky purple blood burst from the wound as I ripped my blades free, and a bulging bubble of some internal organ oozed out into the open air.

Score one for the good guys.

Unfortunately, the snake was thirty feet long, and the wound I’d hacked open in its side was about a foot long and far from fatal.

The snake responded with a whip-crack lash of its tail. The blow would have snapped my spine in half if it had landed, but my newly boosted speed saved my skin, so I just jumped over the attack like a kid skipping rope. Then I punished the snake for leaving its belly exposed by carving a new hole in its weaker scales.

The snake recoiled and slid away from me with an almost-hypnotic sidewinding motion. Its head bobbed and weaved a few feet off the ground and its black tongue tasted the air as if it was trying to figure out what kind of shithead had just carved up its tender bits. Its black eyes stayed locked on me as it approached, and the venom in the gaze was probably more poisonous than its fangs.

I held my ground, held my arms up, and readied to strike if it gave me an opening. My legs were bent and ready to leap out of the way if the asshole tried to take another bite out of me. My heart hammered in my ears and my veins seemed to swell with every thump of my pulse. I’d rarely felt so alive.

The snake reared up and struck at me like a bolt of black lightning. Its mouth opened wide to reveal the ugly black hole of its gullet. Its twin fangs unfolded from the roof of its mouth like a pair of switchblades as its head flashed down at me.

My instinct was to jump back, but the snake was long enough to follow me and still land its strike if I tried that maneuver. Instead, I leaped forward and hoped that the big black turd wouldn’t be able to curve into a bow as it tried to bite me.

The blades on both of my hands slammed into the center of the monster’s exposed belly. Their razor-sharp tips blew through the scales covering its gut and sank into its densely packed viscera. Purple blood and other, less identifiable fluids squirted from the wounds. With a shout, I tore my hands out to the sides, ripping the creature open all the way across its width.

A mess of organs and tangled intestines oozed out of the wound along with a flood of ichor that covered me from head to toe. I howled in triumph as the beast recoiled, abandoning its attack to raise its head high into the air. It unleashed a keening cry that scoured the inside of my ears like an industrial-strength pipe cleaner.

“That’s right,” I growled, preparing myself for another attack. “You fucked with the wrong Marine today, you disemboweled noodle.”

In response, the creature slammed its body down at me like an avalanche of blood and muscle.

Maybe if it had been at full health, it would have been fast enough to pull off that attack. Wounded as it was, though, it wasn’t fast enough to catch me flat-footed.

I pivoted on one heel and stepped to the side, allowing the giant snake to crash down in front of me. Its body missed my toes by a few inches, but the impact was so powerful I had to brace myself against its scaly hide to keep from losing my footing.

A faint tingle penetrated the armor the instant my fingers touched the giant snake’s flank. The sensation rushed up my arm and burst through my spine like a blast of arctic wind. A faint spark of memory flared to life at the bottom of my mind. The image of the Soulforge rose unbidden into my thoughts, but it looked different, somehow. More primitive.

“What the fuck?” I asked Seymour, but before he could respond, the snake moved into phase two of its attack.

The lower half of its body lashed out at me like a living lasso, coiling around my legs so quickly I didn’t even catch it before it was almost too late.

Almost.

The snake’s muscles squeezed, trying to pin my legs in place, but I wasn’t sticking around for that plan to work. I stepped up onto the snake’s undulating coil and threw a brutal uppercut straight into its gut. Another set of gashes opened in the creature’s belly.

It was not taking that shit lying down.

Before I could pull my claws out of its body, the snake twisted its upper body around, and its head swooped down at me with fangs extended. Its breath reeked of rotting meat and bitter poison. The blade-like teeth swept toward me like a pair of scythes.

“Nope,” I growled and counterattacked. I ripped my hands free of its flesh and swept my right hand up and my left hand down.

The soul blades intercepted the monster’s venomous teeth with a pair of loud cracks that reminded me of the sound of a frozen pond thawing under spring’s breath. Shards of bone and sprays of thick, straw-colored fluid surrounded me.

Momentarily blinded, I didn’t see the fucker change tactics mid-strike. I did, however, sure as hell feel it.

The snake’s jaws closed around my midsection. It whipped its head back, lifting me off the ground, and tried to crush me with its enormously strong mouth.

“Ouch,” Myrin said. “That looked like it hurt.”

“I’m fine,” I shot back. “I’ve got it right where I want it.”

Which may have been a wee bit of an exaggeration, but I wasn’t in a bad spot, either. The creature’s jaws were strong, but it would take it a while to chew through my armor and start doing any real damage. In the meantime, I had a precious few seconds to look for a weak point.

Its eye, easily as big around as my entire head, was ripe and juicy for the attack. I might be able to slam my blades into it and the thin layer of skull behind the bulging orb. A little digging would get me to the brain, and that’d be it for Mr. Snakebite.

What is that on its head?

I frowned and took a look at the back of the monster’s skull. There was a flat, black lozenge attached to the back of the snake’s head by a pair of heavy bolts. Whoever was responsible for the contraption had carved a chunk out of the snake’s hide in the process, leaving a quarter inch of exposed skull all the way around the device.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Let’s take a peek.”

I leaned as far forward as I could, grabbed the device with my left hand, and positioned the tips of the soul blades on my right hand against a sliver of exposed bone and shoved as hard as I could.

The blades bit through the bony plate with a meaty crunch. They sank a few inches through the creature’s skull and uncorked a burst of translucent green fluid that splashed over my face and chest. There was a bizarre chemical sting to the fluid’s smell, not at all like the organic stench of its blood or other fluids. What the hell was going on here?

The giant snake did not like that.

It released me from its crushing bite and swung its head as it tried to shake me off. Centrifugal force tugged at me as the creature spun, but my grip on the device, and my claws shoved through its skull kept me from sailing off into the jungle.

The snake smashed its skull into the ground again and again, desperate to dislodge me. I used every impact to drive my soul blades deeper into its skull until my arm was buried up to my elbow in its head. I unclenched my fist and felt something slap against my palm.

“I bet that’s important,” I said and clenched my fist around the tangle of fragile wires.

My initial analysis detects some sort of explosive in the fluids leaking from the creature’s head. I do not recommend tampering with that device.

The snake reared again and twisted its body into a tight corkscrew as it strained toward the jungle’s canopy. I didn’t know what it had planned for me, but I was sure it wasn’t good, so it was time to get the fuck out of Dodge.

“Geronimo!” I shouted and kicked away from the snake’s skull. I kept my grip on the wires and device but retracted my claws. For a moment, the bolts holding the device to the snake’s head resisted me. Then its weakened skull cracked and the whole chunk tore free.

I sailed through the air, tumbling ass over teakettle. The snake screamed at the sky for a long, horrible moment.

Then its head exploded in a flash of brilliant blue light.

I rolled as I hit the ground, tumbling for a few yards before springing back onto my feet. Above me, the snake’s headless body swayed drunkenly, pumping a geyser of purple blood and green ichor into the air like the galaxy’s most disgusting water fountain.

The snake emitted a final spurt of blood and crashed down into the river. Its tail twitched on the bank a few times, and its body curved into a churning knot as its life faded away. A moment later, there was a flash of green light across my vision, and I realized I’d harvested souls from the creature.

Animals didn’t have souls, what the fuck was going on?

“That was something,” Myrin said, interrupting my train of thought before I could ask Seymour what the hell was going on. She quirked an eyebrow at the gore splattered across my armor. “I gotta say, when you decide to get down and dirty, you really give it your all, hot stuff.”

“Yes, he certainly does,” Kira said as she joined us. She coiled the rope around one arm as she approached and blew me a kiss.

“That’s me,” I said, nodding vigorously. “Let me get cleaned up, and we can continue our hike. Hopefully, we won’t run into any other monsters on the way.”

I knelt at the river’s edge and poked one finger at the churning water. I gave it a second, and when my armor didn’t begin dissolving, I figured it was safe enough to wash with.

That creature had a soul.

“No shit,” I whispered so the sisters couldn’t overhear me as I cleaned off the device I’d pried out of the creature’s skull. In the weeks I’d been wearing the communication earbud, I’d figured out how to pitch my voice just low enough to not broadcast everything I said when I spoke with Seymour. “Any ideas as to why?”

Perhaps the device you removed from its head will offer us some clue.

I finished cleaning the device and then turned away from the water to offer it to Kira.

“Trophy?” Myrin asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Nah,” I said, “something else. But I don’t know what.”

Kira leaned in for a closer look at the fake scale. Something inside her augmented reality goggles whirred, and one of the lenses lit up as she zoomed in on what I was holding.

“That’s a slave module,” she said. “The Dominion uses them in the frontier worlds to keep their workers in line. But I’ve never seen one used on an animal before. The slave module requires a certain level of baseline intelligence to even understand its commands. Why would the Dominion waste the time and resources to stick one of these on a giant snake?”

A cold thread of unease wormed its way down my spine. The giant snake had a soul. And the Dominion had gone to the trouble to use a slave module in a failed attempt to keep the damned thing in line. The pieces of the puzzle were falling into place, and I didn’t like the picture they made.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Myrin said, eyeballing the dead snake. “Maybe it was just an experiment gone wrong. That would explain why this monster wasn’t safely penned up.”

“It was an experiment all right,” I said. “They’re making monsters here, right?”

Myrin and Kira stared at me as my words sank in.

“I don’t think that thing was always just a snake,” I said. “I think that’s one of the Dominion’s new toys.”

There wasn’t much to say after that. We hiked toward the research base with renewed purpose. If the snake was a prototype for what the Dominion was up to, they had to be stopped.

I just hoped we weren’t already too late.
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Chapter 3

We left the giant snake’s corpse behind us, but its ghost haunted our trail for the rest of the day. Heavy footfalls echoed through the air, and eerie bellows sounded from the throats of beasts we never saw. There were monsters in the jungle with us, but they chose not to show themselves.

One monster per day was plenty, thanks.

But even without another attack from giant monsters, the trek was a pain in the ass. The path Seymour laid out for us was convoluted by the need to travel alongside streams until we found safe places to ford their racing currents. We were slowed by the need to climb up and down dozens of small ravines that were not on the maps Kira had downloaded. The undergrowth grew so thick in places we had to navigate natural mazes formed by enormous vines and titanic fallen trees. By the time we reached the clearing surrounding the research facility, I would’ve gladly gone toe-to-toe with a whole battalion of Dominion heavies just to be rid of the goddamn jungle.

The terrain was bad enough, and I was glad I hadn’t had to deal with the gargantuan mosquitoes that tried to eat Myrin and Kira alive. If the bugs had been even a little bigger, I’m sure they would have carried the princesses off.

“This jungle is making me cranky,” Kira groaned as we clambered up the side of a steep hill. “I can’t believe the map we stole was that out of date.”

I do not think the map was inaccurate at the time it was stolen. But I am detecting constant seismic activity. This planet is changing at a more rapid pace than I’ve ever encountered before. It is fascinating.

“Seymour thinks your map was good when you stole it,” I assured Kira. “But he thinks it’s wrong now.”

“Either way,” Myrin grunted as she reached the top of the hill and shielded her hand against the rays of the setting sun, “this trip was a hell of a lot harder than it should have been.”

“Agreed,” Kira said with a sigh. “At least it’s almost over.”

I joined the sisters and couldn’t help but let out a long, low whistle. We’d reached the unnatural edge of the jungle and stood at the boundary of Dominion territory. Looking at the destruction the evil empire’s minions had wrought on this place, made me want to punch every gray-clad soldier I found right in the dick.

“They sure know how to make a mess,” Myrin said, shaking her head.

The Dominion research facility crouched atop a mesa in the jungle’s heart. Like all good military commanders, whoever had selected the site wanted the high ground and clean lines of sight in every direction. The jungle, of course, wasn’t very cooperative with the second half of that request. To secure their site, the Dominion burned themselves a clearing a half mile across centered on their compound. The resulting blackened scar would make it tricky to approach the facility without being spotted.

Tricky, but not impossible.

Before I could ask, Myrin had her rifle up to her shoulder and her eye focused through its scope.

“They’re not expecting trouble,” she said. “There’s a wall around the base, but only two turrets on the side facing us. They both have cameras, but I don’t see any people on the wall. No guard towers, either. They’re relying on the tech to keep them safe.”

I thought about the slave module embedded in the giant snake’s skull. Maybe the Dominion had minimal defenses on the outside of the base because they were more concerned with things escaping from the base than anyone trying to break in.

“Put out their eyes,” I said to Myrin. “We should be able to get to the base before they realize they’re dealing with more than a camera problem. If this place really is just a bunch of eggheads, we’ll be in and out, before they even know they’ve got an intruder.”

Myrin moved her eye away from her scope and waited for Kira’s response. Ever the professional, Myrin wasn’t going to take the shot until her commanding officer, who also happened to be her sister, gave the word to start hostilities.

“Fire at will,” Kira said quietly, then winked at me. She knew how hard it was for me to reconcile her bright, bubbly, and passionate personality with her role as the feared leader of the Heresy. It was like discovering your pet kitten was also the secret master of a clan of ninja assassins.

Myrin’s gun coughed and the subsonic bullet streaked across the blackened distance between the edge of the jungle and the research facility. She swiveled the rifle on the monopod she’d braced against the fallen log she was crouched behind and fired again.

“Down and down,” she said, hopping up to her feet as she shouldered her weapon and stowed its monopod on one of the magnetic clips attached to her belt. “Let’s get over there before they wake up their security guard and send him outside to see what the fuck is going on with their equipment.”

The three of us hustled away from the jungle at a brisk jog. I could have crossed the distance to the base in half the time it took Kira and Myrin, but I paced myself to stay even with them. There was no sense in opening a gap between us this close to our target. If we got separated, and the Dominion had some nasty surprises in store, regrouping might be harder than we imagined.

I’m detecting ground vibrations in your direction. It’s possible it is merely seismic activity, but it seems far too regular for that.

I glanced behind us but didn’t see a thing. Of course, that didn’t mean there was nothing there. The dense jungle foliage and the ring of hills surrounding the base made it impossible to see more than a few yards past its perimeter. Beyond that distance, anything could be hiding out there. An army of giant snakes. A whole herd of fucking dinosaurs. Goddamned King Kong and his gorilla infantry could be strolling through the jungle but I wouldn’t see them until they cleared the jungle’s edge.

“Let me know when you have something more specific,” I whispered. We had trouble to deal with ahead of us, and I couldn’t spare the brain cycles worrying about something that might, or might not, be on our tails.

At the base of the mesa, Kira handed me four spikes and four coils of the narrow, but very strong, rope we’d used to navigate the many ravines on our way to the target.

“These are self-setting anchors,” she explained. “Stick the pointy end against the rock and tap the red dot on the opposite side. Thread the ropes through the eye, then drop them down to us. You’ll need to anchor at the top of the mesa, then again at the top of the wall. We’ll be up in no time.”

“Got it, chief,” I said. “See ya in a few.”

I’d have preferred we send the drones up to do this part, but they weren’t strong enough to handle the spikes, and there weren’t any handy tree roots for them to tie the ropes around. That meant it was up to me and my soul blades to climb the mesa and secure the climbing gear.

The mesa’s face was rough and craggy so I only needed to use my blades a few times during the ascent. My metal clad fingertips were more than capable of anchoring themselves in the nooks and crannies I found, and my armored toes made it easy to create footholds if I needed them. There were a few places in the climb where the natural finger holds weren’t quite big enough to accommodate me. In those spots, I concentrated on my fingertips and toes to transform the armor into sharpened spikes that slipped into the mesa’s nooks and crannies. Fifteen minutes later, I’d reached the top of the mesa and stood at the base of the research facility’s wall.

The mesa was about thirty feet tall, but the wall was more than twice that height. Unlike the mesa’s sloped and irregular surface, the wall was perpendicular and smooth.

“This’ll be fun,” I grumbled.

I braced the first anchor against the wall, tilting its end upward to give the spike a forty-five-degree rise, and triggered the device. There was a faint whirring sound as the boring bit chewed its way into the wall, followed by a sharp pop as the explosive charge behind its head detonated and drove the spikes deeper into the stone. A few seconds later, I had the second spike in place, the ropes threaded through their eyes, and it was time to tie some knots.

I lashed a clove hitch through the first anchor, gave it a sharp tug to make sure it would hold, then tossed the rope down the mesa’s face to the twins waiting below.

You should use that knot when you play that game with the sisters. Things would be so much more peaceful if you kept them tied up in—

“Knock it off,” I muttered, pushing Seymour away from reminiscing about my time with Kira and Myrin. I didn’t need to be reminded that he was a silent participant in everything the three of us did.

I secured the second knot and dropped that line down to the sisters.

“You should be good to go,” I said, this time loud enough for the communications earbud to pick up my words. “I’ll climb the wall and get the next lines ready for you.”

“See you at the top,” Myrin said. And then, to her sister, “Last one up sleeps on the floor.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at the sisters’ competitive spirits. The two of them were thick as thieves but tended to turn everything into a competition. Of late, they’d decided the most compelling prize was making the loser sleep on the floor of our shared quarters. They both coveted a spot in our bed, and I would never deny either of them that spot, but they’d created their own complex rules and competitions around which of them was allowed to sleep in the bed.

I’d been worried about that competitiveness at first, but it hadn’t turned ugly yet. Kira and Myrin fought hard to win any bet they placed, but they were the best sports I’d ever seen. The sisters never whined when they lost and never boasted when they won.

Despite being snatched off Earth by a murderous Artificial Intelligence and landing in the middle of a galactic civil war, ending up with those two made me the luckiest man in the galaxy.

The wall is a self-healing polymer but is not particularly resistant to puncture. You should have no trouble climbing it with your blades.

Seymour was right, as usual, though I wasn’t going to let him know that. We’d started getting along much better after I’d accepted my role as his harvester of souls and Avatar, but flattering him wasn’t on the table. The instant he started to think he was the boss, he slid back into his bad habit of ordering me around like I was the help. No thanks, not interested.

My soul blades punched nice clean holes in the wall, but I had to keep moving to stay ahead of its healing factor. It took about five seconds for the polymer to patch itself after I yanked my claws out, which meant I had to hustle to use those same holes for my toes before they closed up on me. On the plus side, the wall cleaned up after me so there were no marks for my enemies to see.

On the negative side, this completely fucked our plans for how the princesses would climb the wall.

The climbing spikes would penetrate the polymer easily enough, but the wall’s self-healing properties would push the anchor out before the sisters reached the top. Great. That meant more work for me.

“Slight change of plans,” I said. “The spikes won’t work on this wall, so I’ll have to hold the rope for you two while you climb.”

I crouched on the top of the wall and watched Kira reach its base first.

“I win!” she said, excitement at her victory clear in her tone. “And I don’t like this new plan. It doesn’t seem safe.”

“Congratulations,” I said. “But the plan isn’t open for negotiation. I’m strong enough to carry both of you under one arm, so I’m not worried about holding the rope while you climb.”

Myrin clambered up over the lip of the mesa and flicked her braided ponytail back over her shoulder with obvious irritation. She loved her sister, but she hated to lose.

“You don’t have to hold the rope for us. One of the disabled turrets is to your left,” Myrin said. “It’s meant to hold a few hundred pounds of auto-cannon and ammunition. The Dominion always over-engineer, so I’m sure it’ll hold us easily enough.”

I scuttled along the wall’s top and hunkered down above the turret. The main mounting bolt was only a foot below the top of the wall which made it simple for me to tie another pair of knots around it.

“Come on up,” I said, tossing the loose ends of the ropes down to the princesses. Myrin caught one and started climbing at once.

From this new vantage, I could see the top of the jungle’s canopy. The alien monkeys jumped easily from one tree to the next, swinging on vines and snatching enormous fruit from the bunches sprouting from the crowns of the largest trees. Their voices travelled across the open clearing, reminding me of the old Tarzan episodes I’d watched as a kid.

The memory of those early days on the floor of my grandparents’ home brought a smile to my lips. I missed them something fierce, but the pain of homesickness wasn’t as intense as it had been when I’d first been taken. I was making a real difference out here. Fighting evil. Killing motherfuckers that needed killing. I had no regrets.

Something moved in the jungle. Something so big it shook the trees as it passed. The monkeys scrambled away from whatever the hell was out there, and I strained my eyes to see it through the dense foliage.

You should have upgraded your HUD. Perhaps we’d be able to see the disturbance with infrared scanners.

“Maybe,” I muttered. “Any idea what the hell it is?”

No. Based on the number and intensity of the seismic disturbances, however, I believe there are several creatures. And they are large.

“How large?” I asked under my breath.

Five times the size of the snake, at a guess. At least three of them. And they are all headed your way.

“Gotcha,” I said, and grabbed Myrin’s arms as she reached the top of the wall. I hoisted her up and settled her feet next to mine. “See? You don’t weigh anything. I could have held the rope. Easy.”

“I know. You’re so big and strong,” she said with a seductive wink. “But I could still take you in a fair fight.”

“Maybe,” I said. “But I never fight fair.”

Kira slapped the top of the wall with one hand, and I hauled her up next to us.

“He’s right,” she said and kissed my helmet’s nose. “He’s a big cheater.”

“That’s me,” I said. “Show me the way, Seymour.”

If your princess’ map is correct, the data core is in this building. I do not detect any significant weapons or shield systems near this location. There are some standard guards posted around the base, but unless an alarm is raised, you should have no trouble avoiding them.

A golden aura surrounded a small domed structure near the center of the base and Seymour marked a path to it in the same color. The base wasn’t big, but it was spread out. There were a dozen or so buildings, with plenty of wide open spaces between them. With that much clear ground, it’d be hard to avoid detection. We needed to be fast rather than sneaky.

“I’ve got the target,” I told the sisters. “You two climb down first, and I’ll follow. We’ll be in and out of here before these dumbasses have any idea what hit them.”

Seymour’s analysis of the maps confirmed there were no guard towers to speak of, so we didn’t have to worry about someone on the wall spotting us. Eventually, a technician or security guard would head out to fix the cameras Myrin had disabled, but it probably wouldn’t be soon. An outpost like this had to deal with mechanical malfunctions, environmental damage, and the occasional curious monkey fucking with their shit, and wouldn’t consider a downed camera or two that unusual. I’d been stationed on backwater bases like this before. The hard truth was grunts who went for a while without the bad guys trying to kill them got pretty complacent when it came to security.

These dumbasses were about to learn the hard way what a mistake that was.

I coiled up the rope the sisters had climbed and tossed it over the other side of the wall.

“Kira,” I said, “you’ll climb down first. Myrin will cover you with her rifle. When you’re down, she’ll follow. I’ll come down last, then we’ll hit the data core.”

Myrin grinned as she pulled her weapon from its shoulder rack.

“Anyone who gets close to my sister dies,” she said.

“That’s the plan,” I said and raised a fist for her to bump. It had taken a while for that gesture to catch on, but it was becoming popular in the Heresy now. It went really well with the symbols of the Heresy’s rebellion, without being too flashy.

Kira hooked the rope into her climbing belt and vanished over the edge of the wall. I trusted Myrin to keep an eye on her and turned my attention back to the jungle. The trees shook along three lines, all of which were converging on the base. As I watched, an enormous insectile leg emerged from the forest’s canopy. It was at least thirty feet long, segmented, and tipped with a long, black spike. It reminded me of a spider’s limbs, and I took a deep gulp at the thought of a spider with a leg that big.

“We’ve got incoming,” I said. “I can see three. Might be more I don’t see.”

“I don’t see anything,” Kira said.

“Neither do I,” Myrin responded. “No one’s moving in the compound.”

“Outside,” I said. “They’re coming from the jungle.”

A gargantuan spider lunged onto the blackened plain. Its body was twenty feet long, and its legs were twice that. There was something mounted on its back, but we were too far away and the sun’s remaining light so faint I couldn’t tell what I was seeing.

“Holy shit,” Myrin said. She adjusted a few dials on her rifle’s scope, then leaned away from the eyepiece and shook her head. “That’s a howdah, like a giant carriage. I’ve seen them on war mammoths on the frontier worlds, and once on a giant bear. Never thought I’d see one on a fucking spider. There are monsters riding that monster.”

“And there are two more coming,” I said and jabbed a finger at the jungle on either side of the lead spider. “Maybe more I can’t see.”

One of Kira’s drones appeared next to my head and its tiny camera hummed and clicked as it zoomed in on the monsters in the distance.

“That doesn’t look good,” Kira said in my ear. “What do you think we should do here, Jay?”

I weighed our options. An attacking force could work in our favor if we didn’t get trapped between opposing sides. If we moved quickly, the new attackers might distract the Dominion guards and make it easier for us to raid the data core and escape.

On the other hand, the approaching giant fucking spider would raise all sorts of alarms in the base. Once the Dominion went on high alert, everything would get harder.

“What do you think,” Myrin asked and leaned her shoulder against mine

“We came this far,” I said. “Turning back now seems like a wasted opportunity. Plus, once those giant spiders show up, the Dominion is going to be a lot more interested in the threat outside their walls than a trio of sneaky saboteurs on the inside.”

“We’ll have to be fast,” Kira said. “But we need to get the data and burn this place to the ground. This project has to be stopped before the Dominion unleashes the monsters they’re creating here on the rest of the galaxy.”

“Then let’s stop talking and start doing,” Myrin said. She hooked the rope through the climbing rings on her combat vest and dropped over the edge of the wall without another word.

I watched the monsters headed our way for a moment longer. The leading spider crossed the blasted wasteland between the jungle and the base with long, effortless strides. Its body moved with a mechanical precision as it picked its way across the blackened earth. It would be at the wall, very soon.

And two more of its buddies leaped out of the forest to flank it. Things were about to get very hot, very fast in our little corner of Koroshi.

I stepped off the inside edge of the wall and caught my fall with my soul blades. Gawking at the spiders wouldn’t help anything.

“Let’s move out,” I said the instant my feet hit the ground. I didn’t like where this was headed, and I didn’t like the seemingly coincidental timing of an outside attack in the middle of our mission. That was not how the world worked. Something much more dangerous was at work here.

“I’m keeping my drones out of the air,” Kira said. “No sense drawing attention to what’s happening. I’ve got a bad feeling about all of this.”

“It’ll be fine,” I said. “How many of these places have we kicked over in the past few weeks? They’ll never know what—”

The words were barely out of my mouth when sirens began screaming all around us. Myrin raised her rifle and Kira sent a drone zipping into the air.

“Hey,” I reassured them and gave them both a nudge to keep them moving. “That’s not us. I bet the spiders just showed up to get the party started.”

Launching tubes at the interior corners of the research base coughed up blazing red flares. The brilliant, fiery orbs raced skyward, replacing the faded light of the setting sun with a noon-day brilliance that turned the darkening sky a bloody red.

Small squads of frightened guards clad in the gray armor of Dominion troopers surged toward the walls. I slipped and slithered through the shadows with the sisters hot on my heels, and the three of us had no trouble avoiding the harried security teams.

Kill them all. They are distracted by the attack from beyond the walls. Use their fear and uncertainty to conceal your slaughter. Harvest them so we may grow stronger for the battles to come.

I ignored Seymour’s urge to kill a bunch of Dominion flunkies. It would have been a piece of cake. Most of the guards were so freaked out by the attack on their walls they wouldn’t even see me coming. But easy didn’t mean smart. Engaging the troops rushing toward the walls would blow our cover and it wouldn’t get us any closer to our real goals on Koroshi. We needed to keep our heads down for as long as possible.

Our best hope for success lay in getting behind the battle about to take place at the wall. While the Dominion troops went up against the spider people, Kira would have free reign to crack open the data cores, scoop up all that delicious research the Dominion had been doing and set the reactor to self-destruct. By the time the spider people cleared out the Dominion or were driven off, we would be done and escaping from their clutches.

And, wonder of wonders, it looked like our plan was going to pan out. The guards were all running down the main thoroughfares in the research base, which gave us free run of the smaller alleys behind the main buildings. It took us less than a minute to reach the data core, and none of the Dominion’s people had laid eyes on us.

Perfect.

“Watch my back,” Kira said as she dropped to her knees in front of the data core’s door. “I need a few seconds to pop this lock.”

And that’s when a guard rounded the corner and raised his rifle.

I give the guy credit, he recognized us as intruders almost immediately and didn’t waste any time on chitchat to find out who we were and what we were doing. His base was under attack, and he was damn sure going to defend it.

Unfortunately for the Dominion guard, he’d pulled a gun on someone with much faster reflexes and way better training. Before his finger could tighten on the trigger, I’d drawn one of my bolt hammers and squeezed off a shot. The weapon unleashed a high-pitched whine as it hurled its specialized bullet at the Dominion guard.

My attack caught the poor bastard in the right forearm, and the bullet borrowed through his flesh and wedged itself in his muscle. A small charge inside the missile detonated the instant the projectile was surrounded by flesh. That cracked the casing on a coil of monomolecular filament that had been wound up as tight as a golf ball’s guts. With nothing to hold it in place, the filament expanded like a barbed-wire slinky. Its edge was sharper than any razor, and as the line expanded in a spiral, it sliced the guard’s forearms into meaty chunks.

In the blink of an eye, the guard’s gun was on the ground and his arms and hands had splashed down around it in a bloody mess.

The trailing edge of the wire ripped the poor bastard’s chest open and carved a neat line through both lungs and his heart. He stared down at the pile of meat lying at his feet, then collapsed without a sound. I felt the tingle of my armor absorbing his soul and felt a faint shiver run up my spine as his power became mine.

“Got it,” Kira snapped. She held the door open, and Myrin darted around her sister. Two sharp blasts echoed inside the data core building and I knew Myrin had cleared our way to the target.

There were two dead guards on the floor inside the building and both had messy craters in their chests. Blood splattered the wall behind the spots where the men fell, and the corpses were surrounded by a growing pool of reeking green blood.

Myrin pointed her finger at the massive pistol in her right hand.

“See?” she asked. “Skullcracker gets the job done just as well as those ridiculous guns of yours.”

“The name doesn’t make any sense,” I said, pointing at the grisly wound in the nearest guard’s chest. “You didn’t shoot him in the head. If you’re going to shoot people in the chest, call your gun Heartbreaker.”

“Can we argue about the pet names you give your guns after we’re home?” Kira asked. She was already seated in front of a monitor in the next room. “I need to concentrate.”

Myrin followed her sister and stuck out her tongue as she passed me.

“Heartbreaker is a stupid name for a gun,” she said. “I’m sticking with Skullcracker.”

Myrin and I took a quick look at the data core, but there wasn’t much to see. The majority of the building was taken up with the storage devices at the core’s heart. The entry had held a pair of guards, both dispatched easily by Myrin. The monitoring and maintenance station next to the entry held chairs and gear set up for a pair of techs, but they must have had the night off because they were nowhere to be found.

The Dominion had been in charge of their section of space for at least a thousand years, much longer in some parts of the universe, and no one had dared to stand up to them for most of that time. That meant their security was lackadaisical for most of the bases, and they still relied on old and outdated tech because they’d never had a reason to upgrade.

The data cores were a prime example of both problems. The Dominion loved these giant hard drives because they allowed them to disseminate information to all their troops quickly. Every week or so, data haulers loaded up with updated intel and physically carried it from one data core to the next. Traveling through the warp was much, much faster than the speed of light, so this counterintuitive system worked very well. Any Dominion agent within access range could pull whatever they needed from the data core. Overall, it was a pretty good system if you had an iron fist around the throats of your subjects and didn’t have to worry about traitors stealing your secrets.

The Dominion still hadn’t caught on to how vulnerable they were to clandestine attacks. The theft of the data cores wasn't raising any chatter inside the Dominion because the military didn’t regard these little treasure troves as priority targets. They actually thought our assaults on their cores were meant to destroy their structures, and not to gain data for the Heresy.

Like I said, a few centuries of total domination over your enemies can make you pretty stupid.

One day, they‘d probably figure out what we were up to and come up with a better security system for their data cores. For now, Kira was slurping up all that sweet intel and using it to pick new targets for Heresy agents and strike teams. She was confident she’d be able to use the information she’d gained to inflict the death of a thousand cuts on the Dominion. Kira seemed confident the war would be over in a few months, maybe a year.

I wasn’t so sure her timeline was on the money. Bad guys like the Dominion tended to keep rearing their ugly heads no matter how many times you tried to lop them off.

We were hurting the Dominion, carving off chunks of meat from their carcass every day, but it was going to take a while to bleed them dry. I couldn’t eat a cow in one sitting, but give me enough time and I’d get that fucker in my belly where it belonged.

“I need ten minutes to pull down the data,” Kira said. Two of her drones hovered on either side of the terminal she was seated at, and Kira had strung thin cords between ports on the bottom of her flyers and the data core’s I/O plugs. Faint white lights glowed within the cables as the transfer process kicked into gear. “Then I’ll need another five to set up the meltdown.”

“I’ll stay in here if you want to take the door,” Myrin said, parking herself on the unoccupied stool next to her sister. “But I bet the bad guys don’t even realize we’re here until we’re on our way out. Those spiders will keep them busy.”

It’s a shame you hadn’t upgraded me with drones. Imagine how much easier it would be to keep an eye on what was happening if you had eyes outside the data core.

“You’ll get something soon,” I muttered. “I promise.”

As if on cue, something outside roared. It reminded me of the time I’d gone to the zoo with my grandparents to see the lions. Most of the big creatures had been lying around like house cats, soaking up sunlight and gnawing on the bony remains of their last meals. But one of the motherfuckers, a massive creature with a grizzled muzzle crisscrossed by scars, prowled the edges of his domain like he was expecting trouble. Some idiot decided it was a good idea to take a flash picture of that old lion, and it had responded with a roar that nearly emptied my seven-year-old bowels right into my overalls.

The sound from outside was something like that—only much, much bigger, and angrier.

“That doesn’t sound good,” Myrin said from behind me.

“No, it does not,” I replied. “I better see what the hell is going on out there before we get a nasty surprise.”

The instant I opened the data core’s door, I knew we’d made a mistake. A bloodied gray-clad body splashed down in front of me, the entire front of its torso missing. The grisly wound had ragged, shredded edges.

Teeth. Something had chewed this guy’s chest out.

Another primal roar filled the air surrounding me. An enormous insectile leg the size of a telephone pole slammed down through the dead Dominion guard, spraying me with his blood.

I looked up and saw the belly of one of the spider creatures. It was covered in thick, chitinous plates that glistened like wet stones. Straps as thick as my waist held the troop carrier securely to its back. I couldn’t see the creatures riding the spider, and I didn’t want to. Any monster tough enough to tame one of these giant arachnids was a monster I never wanted to run into.

The spider didn’t seem to have noticed me, though, which gave me the courage to step out of the data core to get a better look around.

The Dominion troops were losing. I couldn’t see the other two giant spiders, but the one I could see had done a number on the guards. Its spike-tipped legs impaled anyone who came near it, and those who tried to keep their distance were cut down by the arrows and spears fired from the monsters riding the damned thing. I watched as bolt after bolt rained down from the spider’s back, impaling guards and technicians who were attempting to flee.

It was enough to make me feel bad for the poor fuckers on the losing side of this fight.

The Dominion has chosen its enemies poorly, it seems.

I thought of the massive snake I’d fought earlier. Was that one of the early generations of experiments the Dominion had created? Were the monsters attacking the research station right now former victims?

Suddenly I didn’t feel nearly as sorry for the dead scientists watering the earth around me with their blood. One way or the other, these cocksuckers earned the end that had come to claim them.

“Not my circus,” I grumbled, “and it’s sure as fuck not my monkeys.”

“What was that?” Myrin asked.

“The spider people are kicking the shit out of the Dominion,” I said. “It’s a massacre out here.”

“Good,” Kira said. “Just skimming this data I can see what they were doing here was pure evil. The experiments they performed were abominable.”

“I’m thinking some of those experiments have come home to roost,” I said. “It’s ugly out here. We should get out of here before the spiders run out of Dominion targets and—”

A rocket shrieked overhead, leaving behind a thick, black tail of smoke. I followed its course and watched it slam into the spider’s bulging abdomen.

The enormous creature screamed and lurched to the right. A stream of pale blue blood gushed from the ragged-edged hole the missile had punched through the creature’s chitinous plates. The massive arachnid whipped around to face its attacker, spraying blood all over the surrounding buildings.

And me.

I don’t know how much blood a giant spider holds, but it had to be a metric fuck-ton, because the spider hadn’t slowed down after dumping what looked like a few hundred gallons of the stuff from the gaping wound in its abdomen. Everything within ten yards was soaked with the translucent blue goop, including the assholes who’d shot the beast.

Three Dominion troopers stood at the end of the street, each of them aiming a rocket launcher at the massive spider. They were covered head to toe in matte black armor that bristled with spikes and pointed edges. It reminded me of the old school fantasy artwork on Dungeons & Dragons boxes, where the heroes all wore armor that looked too heavy to move in.

“Whatever you’re doing in there,” I muttered into my headset, “you should do it quickly. We’ve got giant spiders and death metal stormtroopers out here.”

The Dominion forces were still preoccupied with the giant fucking spiders stomping their way around their base to notice me, and the spiders were very intent on kicking said Dominion dickweeds to death, but my luck wouldn’t hold forever. Eventually, one side or the other was going to come out on top of this little skirmish, and then they might notice the sisters and me screwing around in their territory. The Dominion would be super pissed if they caught us, and the spider people might just kill us for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

“I need more time,” Kira’s voice crackled in my earpiece. There was a strange interference sizzling and popping over her words, and I didn’t like it. At this short range, she should have been crystal clear. “The data core download is nearly complete, but I need time to trigger the meltdown in the reactor.”

The injured spider towered above me, its legs framing the data core building as it staggered forward to engage the Dominion forces. Arrows and spears rained down from the spider’s passengers, and I was surprised to see one of them actually punch through a trooper’s helmet. The wooden shaft jutted from the punctured black shell and the trooper staggered away from his allies, hands clutching uselessly at the spear. A few moments later, his body sagged forward and came to rest on the spear. The trooper stayed that way, half-kneeling as if in prayer to the spear that had ended his life.

I tried to imagine how strong you’d have to be to throw a spear through reinforced ballistic armor and then shook my head. I wasn’t going to stick around long enough to fight whoever had thrown that spear, so there was no point giving myself the willies thinking about how strong they were.

They certainly have souls that could be reaped, Avatar. I thought you were braver than that.

“Not sure if you noticed,” I whispered, “but they are riding a giant goddamned spider. I don’t want any part of that.”

The remaining troopers had backed away from the advancing spider, but they weren’t retreating. They kneeled and raised their rocket launchers in unison.

The spider screamed and spat viscous gobs of venom at the troopers, but the Dominion forces didn’t so much as flinch. As the green poison splattered across their black armor, they aimed their sights at the spider and squeezed off shots at the exact same moment.

Their precision was so much better than what I’d seen from previous Dominion troopers it was scary. What were these elite motherfuckers doing hiding out on a backwater shitball like Koroshi?

The rockets screamed toward the wounded spider like lances of fire. One struck the gigantic creature smack between its clashing mandibles while the other shot past its monstrous head and slammed hard into the meaty curve of its thorax.

The twin detonations ripped through the spider like a buzz saw through a watermelon. Showers of blood rained down from the spider’s gaping injuries. One of its mandibles, as long as I was tall, cracked loose from its jaw and fell through the roof of a building on the road next to the troopers. The chitinous blade sliced through the roof and drew a series of wailing cries from inside the building. Some Dominion tech just had a very bad end to a very bad day.

The spider’s legs shuddered and buckled a split second later. Its body was no longer directly above me, but several of its legs were. As the beast’s chest crashed down into the buildings up the road from me, I had to dodge out of the way of two legs. One of those ridiculously long limbs smashed into the roof of the data core building but thankfully didn’t cause any serious damage.

“What was that?” Myrin shouted in my ear.

“Dominion goons knocked down one of those giant spiders,” I said, doing my best to avoid the attention of the monsters now pouring off the dead spider’s back. They looked very, very pissed. “We’re going to need another way out of here, by the way. The wall is blocked by monsters.”

I didn’t know if that was strictly true, but there were enough monsters between me and the wall to make travel in that direction a nonstarter. From the sound of things, there were still a couple of those big spiders up and about, and they’d pluck us off the walls with no trouble at all if we tried climbing out of here.

“There’s a garage not far from here,” Kira’s voice crackled in my ear again. “One street to the south. They have several transports on the registry.”

“On my way,” I said, glancing down the road at the surviving Dominion troopers.

They’d slung their heavy weapons over their shoulders and drawn ugly rifles with boxy magazines. They were tracking something, firing short bursts between the buildings to try to pin down whatever it was. From my position, I couldn’t see anything other than the troopers, and the dead spider slumped across several buildings. The monsters who’d been on the arachnid’s back were nowhere to be seen. They must have run off to look for easier prey.

But, if that was the case, what in the Hell were these bozos trying to kill? They fought with too much precision and coordination to be wasting ammo, so whatever was out there presented a very real threat to them.

And then I saw what had their attention, and it had my attention, too.

She was at least six feet tall and wore pale patches of bony armor that made her seem more naked than if she’d been wearing nothing but her birthday suit. She carried a pair of short spears and spun them around her body in frenzied orbits that blurred her outlines. A curling rack of glossy black antlers, any prize buck would have been proud to bear, rose from the crown of her head, stabbing at the sky as she leaped and lunged toward the bastards who’d killed her spider.

The Dominion troopers fired withering streams of lead at her, but the alien huntress avoided them with ease and grace. She seemed to always be one step ahead of the hail of automatic fire, despite the fact that she wasn’t moving very quickly. It was as if she anticipated the troopers’ movements and responded to them just before they could shoot her.

And then she was standing between the black-clad Dominion jerkoffs and her blades stabbed at them again and again. The tips of her spears rebounded from the armor and deflected punches and kicks as she sought an opening.

It was an impressive display of savagery over skill. She had no technique, no training, just raw rage and natural speed and dexterity. She fought like a wild animal, and that was more than enough to beat down the guard standing before her. He raised a jagged knife to stab her in the throat, but she had already moved away from the attack, leaving him with his arm raised and no one to kill.

With his arm in the air, the trooper couldn’t protect the vulnerable joint in his armpit. The hunter screamed and took advantage of her foe’s momentary weakness. Her spear drove through the gap between the armored plates on his side and its tip vanished into the guard’s body with a wet crunch.

The alien hunter’s attack had taken a handful of seconds, but it was about to come to an abrupt end. The guard she’d speared collapsed as he died. His arm had fallen over her weapon, pinning it in place and dragging her off balance as the heavy trooper crumpled to the ground.

Off-balance and out of position, the savage beauty had no chance to dodge away from the second trooper. In my mind’s eye, I saw the black-clad soldier draw his sidearm, aim it at the back of the alien woman’s head, and blast her brains all over the pavement.

But as his hand moved toward the weapon at his waist, my blitz gun was already up and in position. I squeezed the trigger and smashed his armored fingers before they could close on his pistol. Another shot punched through the joint at his elbow, and the trooper’s pain reflex jerked his arm up and out of my sight picture. The third shot from the blitz gun found the gap between his torso armor and his belt, and the shot after that pierced the seam covering his ribs.

The trooper’s armor cracked open along the ruptured seam. Red-tinged steam hissed from the dark interior, followed by an unnatural gout of thick, red syrup. My first thought was that I’d shot some alien hybrid of Aunt Jemima and the Trix rabbit.

That thought was promptly banished by much less pleasant thoughts when a glass chamber slipped out of the ruptured armor and shattered on the hard road. Something that looked an awful lot like an oversized brain oozed from the broken vessel.

My disgust at what I’d seen was rivaled only by my confusion. There’d been no rush of power when the brain splattered on the pavement. I’d harvested no soul from the black-armored trooper.

The snake had a soul, but this guy didn’t? That made no sense at all.

The alien huntress ripped her spear loose from her foe and spun to face me. Her head swiveled to the side as the guard I’d shot went down, then turned back to me. For a moment, we faced each other down the empty street, and every detail of her appearance was burned into my skull.

Her skin was the deep, blue-black of the clear morning sky an hour before dawn. Her eyes blazed like crimson stars above the smooth, straight line of her nose. Her mouth was twisted into a feral smile, and her white fangs gleamed between the dark pads of her lips. She stood with her arms down at her sides, angled away from her body, and her legs mirrored the same position. Her breasts and groin were just covered by bone-white armor that seemed to have grown from her flesh, and her feet ended in sharp black hooves.

She took a deep breath, rested both her weapons on her shoulders, and then gave me a deep bow. Before I could return the gesture, she’d vanished into the swirling smoke of the battlefield.

“You all right?” Myrin asked, and I was surprised to hear her voice next to me.

“Yeah,” I said, shaking my head to clear the image of the savage beauty from my thoughts. “There were some Dominion guards and a spider, and—”

Myrin chuckled and punched me in the shoulder.

“I saw her, too,” she said, her voice low and tight. “And I feel the same way you do. I’ve never seen anything like her.”

“Yeah,” I said, shaking my head to clear my thoughts. “Let’s get a ride out of this shit hole before your sister blows us all to hell.”

“We should definitely do that,” Kira said as she jogged toward us from the data core building. “We’ve got ten minutes before this whole place goes up like the biggest fireworks display in the whole damned galaxy.”
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Chapter 4

We darted between buildings and jumped over small piles of rubble as we raced to reach the Dominion garage Kira had identified. The flares sizzled in the sky above us, but the velvet crush of the coming night and the thick smoke from the surrounding battle reduced their light to a hazy red tinge. The sounds of combat had dwindled, and I caught a glimpse of one of the massive spiders heading back toward the wall. Whoever, whatever, the monsters were, they’d struck their blow and were headed home.

“Eight minutes,” Kira announced as we arrived at the Dominion garage. She had her digital lockpicks at the ready, but I stopped her before she could crouch down to work on opening the door.

“No time,” I said, and reared back on my left heel to deliver a sidekick. My armored heel slammed into the door just under its handle, and the lock tore free of the frame as it swung open.

“Let’s find something we can drive and get the hell out of here before this place goes supernova,” I said as tingles of dread raced up my spine. Fighting my way through Dominion punks was thrilling, but there was no fighting a runaway fusion reaction.

The minimum survival distance from an explosion of this estimated size is five miles. Allow me to provide a countdown timer and distance measurement for dramatic effect.

Gee, thanks, I thought to Seymour, and I hoped he could sense my sarcasm.

Please be well clear of the blast radius before the timer reaches zero.

A second set of numbers appeared in the lower right corner of my vision, right above the kill count. I felt a pang of annoyance when I realized the number hadn’t increased much at all during this little trip. If I didn’t harvest souls, I couldn’t improve my armor’s capabilities.

I shook the thought away. I wasn’t Seymour, at least not yet. We’d accomplished our mission. That was more important than any soul harvest.

There was no destruction inside the garage, but the power was down, so I grabbed the flashlight from the clip on the left side of my combat harness and shone its white beam around the dark interior of the garage. The building was mostly empty as if the base had expected to store lot more vehicles than it was currently using. That was the Dominion way: overbuild, under-utilize. Just one more reason we were kicking their asses these days.

“Not much to choose from,” Myrin said with a snort as she surveyed the collection of utility vehicles before us. “All I see are cargo trucks and skimmer transports.”

“Same,” Kira called from the other side of the garage. “These all look beat to shit. And slow.”

“Slow’s not good,” I said. “We need to get airborne to get over the wall, because I’m sure the Dominion has their gates locked down tight, so the cargo trucks are out. Let’s grab a skimmer and get the hell out of here.”

“At least we’re not walking,” Myrin said with a grin.

“Fair point,” I agreed and rapped my knuckles on the cab of the nearest skimmer.

It wasn’t much to look at. The skimmer had a cab big enough for four passengers, and a low-walled bed that could seat another five or six if they didn’t mind sitting on bare metal and hanging on for dear life. The people mover rested on four repulsor pods, which were strong enough to keep it floating a few stories off the ground. We could easily get above the wall and make our escape in the skimmer, but the same pods that lifted the skimmer also provided thrust. The higher we were, the slower we’d be.

I clambered in behind the wheel, and Kira jumped into the shotgun seat. Apparently winning the last bet gave her dibs on everything for a while.

“I’ll get the door,” Myrin said as she ran across the garage to turn the manual crank on the big bay doors on that end. I hoped it hadn’t gotten rusty in the years the base had been here. The spider attack had killed power to many of the buildings, most of which probably hadn’t used their manual equipment in years, if at all.

I cranked the skimmer’s engines and feathered the elevator pedal. The missions I’d run with Myrin and Kira had taught me a ton about driving vehicles in this galaxy. Most of them used very similar controls, which made it simple to learn to drive most of what the Dominion soldiers used.

The repulsor pods throbbed and a tingling wave of static electricity washed through the cab as the skimmer bobbled into the air. The pods stabilized when the vehicle was a few feet off the ground, and I spun the wheel to point us at the exit and eased the skimmer forward.

Myrin jumped onto the passenger’s side running board as the skimmer glided out of the garage. She wrenched the door open and slid into the back of the cab. An instant after she was situated, I worked the elevators, and we soared up and away.

“What a piece of fucking garbage,” she snorted in disgust at the skimmer’s cheap plastic interior and split seat covers. “The Dominion should invest in some sexier vehicles if they want to win this war.”

Kira laughed at Myrin’s comment and half-turned to face her.

“They didn’t have any competition before,” she said. “They’ll have to step up their game to be as hot as the Heresy.”

“Sounds familiar,” I said. “I know that’s why I’ve been working out more, lately.”

“You have?” Kira asked.

“Gotta keep this hot bod in shape so you two don’t start eyeballing new recruits to take my place,” I said.

“I don’t think you’re in any danger of that yet,” Myrin said with a sly smile. “But if you start to get soft, who knows what might happen.”

“Hard to get soft with a certain pair of sisters around,” I shot back and floored the elevator pedal. The skimmer shot into the air fast enough to push the sisters back into their seats. I gave the wheel a slow turn to take in the sights below us, watching for fucknuts with rocket launchers or any still active defensive turrets. It would be awfully embarrassing to get shot down just before our sabotage turned the base into a white-hot ball of fire.

We cleared the smoke and my eyes widened inside my helmet as I saw the extent of the damage the base had suffered. In the few minutes we’d been raiding the data cores, the spider riders had been very busy. Most of the Dominion’s buildings were in flames or rubble. The smoke hid most of the dead bodies, but the few I saw as gusts of wind cleared some black clouds away wore Dominion uniforms and were clearly not the monsters who’d ridden the spiders into the base. Whoever those killers were, they’d been effective at their job.

“Who are they?” Kira asked as she pointed her finger at the two remaining spiders. The giant arachnids were scrambling over the same wall we’d used as our point of entry to the base. They were still moving at a good clip despite the serious wounds they’d suffered during the battle. One of the spiders dragged a broken leg behind it while the other had nasty craters blown in its carapace and leaked thick streams of pale blue blood with every step.

“Tough motherfuckers,” I said, my thoughts drifting to the stunning alien huntress I’d watched dismantle the Dominion troopers.

“Super hot, too,” Myrin added. “I mean, like, insanely hot.”

“Hot monsters,” Kira mused. “I take it you ran into some of them?”

“Just one,” I replied. “But Myrin’s right. She was not a monster, she was... something else.”

Kira raised an eyebrow at my enthusiasm.

“Should we be worried?” she asked. I couldn’t tell if she was serious or not, so opted to believe she was pulling my leg.

“Only if you’re insecure enough to be jealous,” I responded. “And I know the Alari sisters are far too smart for that.”

I pointed the skimmer at the retreating arachnids and goosed the accelerator. Unfortunately, the vehicle didn’t shoot forward so much as ease ahead. At this height, most of the energy from the repulsor pods was used to keep the skimmer in the air, and we’d be lucky to do more than thirty miles an hour. Dropping down would allow us to move faster, but I couldn’t reduce our altitude and still clear the wall. The plan was to stay high until we reached the charred perimeter of the base, then drop out of the sky and put all our power into getting out of the reactor’s blast radius as fast as possible.

We skirted the giant spiders as the skimmer cleared the wall surrounding the base, and I angled the vehicle’s nose down to pick up speed. The distance meter in the corner of my vision ticked down, right along with the timer. We had plenty of time to get out of the blast radius as long as we kept moving and didn’t take any detours.

The skimmer leveled off five feet above the ground. Black ash swirled in chaotic patterns around us as the repulsor pods’ magnetic fields disturbed the carbon-rich ash covering the ground. All that black dust overwhelmed the skimmer’s air filters in no time, and we hadn’t gone half a mile before all I could smell were the ghosts of old fires. A fine layer of charcoal grit covered the windscreen as fast as the wipers could clear it away, and I had to raise the skimmer another ten feet off the ground to get us clear of the ash cloud to see where we were going.

“What a fucking mess,” Myrin chimed in from the back seat. “My mouth tastes like the inside of an ashtray.”

“I’m sure you taste great,” I replied, “but remind me to pick up some extra mouthwash the next time we get a chance.” The armor didn’t do anything to blunt the smell of smoke, but its filtration system at least kept me from inhaling any of the stuff.

“You’re a funny man, Jay,” Myrin said. “You know that I always smell like roses and taste like candy.”

If you have time to listen to someone you’re not flirting with, I would like to inform you that I’ve highlighted a new route. It utilizes the ravines I’ve been able to map using seismic data, which should give you a way through the jungle instead of forcing you over it. This will require tricky flying, but I’m sure you’re up to the task.

“Thanks,” I said. “Good looking out, Seymour.”

Staying low meant flying faster, which would get us out of the blast radius before we turned into crispy critters. I angled the skimmer’s nose to keep it in line with the golden path Seymour had highlighted on my HUD. But as I banked the vehicle onto our new course, a dark new thought rose to the surface of my mind.

“When the reactor goes boom, is it going to throw fallout everywhere?” I asked.

“No,” Kira responded. “It’s not primitive atomics, Jay. Quantum fusion doesn’t create the same mess. Your planet must be a real horror show if you’re still relying on nuclear power from fission.”

After all the weird aliens, nightmarish intergalactic empires, the bizarre technology, and murderous AIs I’d run into since leaving Earth, I was inclined to argue with Kira about where the real horrors lay.

But then I remembered all the crazy shit that had been going on back home and shook my head. She was right. Earthlings had constantly been poised on the brink of instant and total annihilation for decades. Citizens of every country had turned over the reins of their governments to corporations and madmen. Maybe Kira was onto something.

Gunfire at your two o’clock. Pay attention to the battle in front of you, not the one in your head. It would require a great deal of effort and time to replace you, Avatar. You have been most suitable.

The flashes of fire were easy enough to see across the darkened plain, but I couldn’t see at first what the gunmen were shooting at. Then I spotted a long, gangly shadow striding through the smoke and realized one of the giant spiders was getting its ass kicked. Fountains of blood splashed from dozens of holes in its chitinous armor, and its legs moved with a stumbling, clumsy gait.

“Buckle up,” I said through gritted teeth. “This flight is about to get bumpy.”

The skimmer rattled and bucked as I twisted it toward the failing spider. Its engines throbbed irregularly as I pushed them past their safe operating limits. I ignored the warnings lighting up the skimmer’s dash like a Christmas tree and kept the throttle to the floor as I angled the nose off course.

While I admire your sense of duty, be advised that engaging with Dominion forces will very likely endanger your escape.

“Why are we poking our noses into a fight between Dominion soldiers and a giant spider carrying monsters?” Kira asked.

Ignoring Seymour’s whiny old woman worries was a lot easier than ignoring Kira’s concerns.

“Those people may not be our friends,” I explained, “but they hate the Dominion every bit as much as we do. I’m not going to abandon them when they need our help.”

“They seem like they can handle themselves,” Kira said, her brow furrowed. “Even if they lose their transport, they are more than a match for the average Dominion trooper.”

“She’s there,” Myrin said, her voice husky with excitement. “I caught a glimpse of her through my scope before the spider went down.”

“This isn’t about her,” I said. “It’s about the Heresy. Helping others fight the Dominion is what we do. I’m not going to abandon anyone who stands up against the bad guys.”

With that, I swung the skimmer around the back side of the Dominion forces. My headlights splattered across their dark armor, revealing a small squad of the heavy troopers I’d encountered inside the base. They weren’t using rocket launchers, this time, but had opted instead for oversized auto-cannons that spewed hundreds of blazing rounds per minute at their enemies. From the look of the damage those bullets did to the spider, the rounds were armor piercing and likely explosive.

If they turned those firehoses on the skimmer, we’d be well and truly fucked in seconds.

Thankfully, the heavy troopers didn’t realize we weren’t on their side. The Dominion skimmer was the perfect camouflage for a surprise attack.

“Who is she?” Kira asked, more confused than concerned. Even as she spoke, she was unlimbering her assault rifle and lowering the window on her side.

“She seemed like their leader,” I said. “I’m coming around for a pass behind them. Their armor is tough as nails, and we won’t get more than one run at them before they realize we’re not friendly. Give ‘em everything you’ve got.”

Wind poured into the skimmer’s cab through the open window, making it harder to control the clunky flyer. I wrestled with the controls and brought us in on a strafing run.

Myrin’s sniper rifle barked from the back seat and the cabin filled with the acrid sting of gun smoke that banished the smell of ashes and old fires. She fired again, and again.

We were closing in on the murder squad and the sniper rifle wasn’t dropping them. I saw a flash of light when one of Myrin’s shots punched through a trooper’s armor, but the fucker did not drop. It was time for something more extreme.

“Dump all the grenades we have on those pricks,” I shouted over the howling wind. “I’ve got three on my harness, Kira, grab ‘em.”

This rescue mission is placing your life in danger, Avatar. You have three minutes to reach a safe distance from the reactor’s explosion. At a minimum, you will need two of those minutes to reach safety.

Seymour was right to be worried, but I didn’t have time to let that bother me. Those people down there were against the Dominion. For the moment that made them my allies.

And Marines don’t leave anyone behind.

Kira pulled the string of grenades loose from my harness and slipped her index finger through all of their pins. She added two more grenades from her harness to the mix, giving her enough boom-boom to level half a city block.

A quick glance in the rearview showed me that Myrin had a few of her own grenades ready to go.

“Get those primed,” I barked. “We’re five seconds out.”

Four…

Three…

Two…

“Now!” Kira shouted.

“Bombs away!” Myrin crowed.

Pins jingled and jangled as they fell from the sisters’ hands and onto the skimmer’s floorboards. With whooping shouts, Kira and Myrin dumped the grenades out the window. They spiraled as they fell, shedding a rain of sparks and leaving threads of red smoke fluttering behind them to mark their course.

“Hang on,” I growled. I stomped the brakes and slammed the elevator to the floor. “That’s gonna be a hell of a bang.”

“Good,” Kira said, an evil grin flickering over her features. Sometimes I wondered how much of her sweetness was sugar meant to hide the deadly strychnine at her core.

The skimmer shot straight into the air as I redirected every ounce of power the repulsor pods could muster into gaining altitude. The sudden blast of downward thrust slammed the heavy troopers flat to the ground and hammered the plasma grenades into the dirt around them.

The first grenade burst like a fiery wildflower blossom. I held on tight to the steering wheel and worked the elevator to ride the concussion wave that slammed into the skimmer’s belly like the hand of God.

The skimmer slewed across the rising wave of explosions, slipping above the destruction like a stone skipped across a pond.

“Hang on tight,” I said, “we’re coming in hot. Seymour mark an LZ for me, somewhere near the spider.”

I’ve illuminated a safe landing spot on the far side of the downed spider. You do not have long to do whatever it is you’re doing, Avatar. Move quickly.

The plasma bursts had thrown us up and away from the heavy troopers on the ground, pushing the skimmer far past its normal height and speed limits. I pushed the nose down and used the repulsor pods to guide the craft more than fly it. We were dropping out of the sky in a controlled crash, and if I didn’t time this just right, it’d turn into a messy, uncontrolled wreck.

“Did we at least clear out all the troopers?” I shouted to be heard over the screaming repulsor pods.

“Pretty sure,” Kira said. “Don’t think we got any of the good guys, either.”

“That’s good,” I shot back and clenched my teeth. “Brace for impact.”

As the skimmer neared the ground, I slammed on the brakes and punched the elevator at the same time. The pods in the skimmer’s rear shoved the tail down as they tried to respond to the brakes, while those in the front shoved the nose into the air as they vainly struggled to gain altitude.

We were thirty feet up and still descending way, way too fast. The golden patch of ash-covered dirt Seymour had highlighted on my HUD seemed to be a little bigger than a postage stamp.

Twenty feet up, I was sure I’d missed the mark, and we were going to die. The repulsors shrieked like boiling cats and waves of magnetic interference threw up ripples of ash all around us. It was like being stuck in the center of a black cyclone.

Ten feet.

“Here we go,” I shouted.

The skimmer’s tail bounced off the ground, hard, sending up a rooster tail of thick black ash. The headlights stabbed at the sky as we skidded across the ground, and I prayed none of the spider riders had wandered into our path. It would be a crying shame if I went to all that trouble to save these bastards, only to turn them into roadkill.

I killed the elevator and bore down on the brakes. A plume of ash shot up around us as the repulsors’ thrust slammed straight down. The skimmer’s landing gear scrapped dirt, and for a moment I was completely blinded by the thick spray of ash.

“Yes!” Kira shouted and slammed her hand on the skimmer’s polycarbonate dash. “That was awesome!”

“Nice flying,” Myrin added. “Now what?”

I threw my door open and jumped out of the skimmer’s cab.

“Now we round up the spider riders and get them clear of the blast radius,” I shouted.

The timer was ticking down faster than I’d estimated. We had less than thirty seconds to gather our possible allies and load them all on the skimmer. If we lost any more time, we’d all be flash-fried by the sabotaged reactor’s explosion.

The dead spider was bigger than I’d thought. It lay on its side, but had to be at least thirty-feet across and forty long. The howdah shattered on impact with the earth. Its straps had sliced through the spider’s carapace in three places opening the shell and emptying the reeking mass of arachnid guts onto the charred earth. Three of the riders were dead as well, their bodies crushed where they’d fallen out of the howdah as the spider collapsed.

My stomach tied itself in knots as I searched for the huntress. If I’d risked our lives to rescue her, and she was already dead, it would have been a complete waste of—

The skimmer rounded the spider and a pack of the mutant fighters glared up at the vehicle, looking very, very pissed. They raised their weapons high, and for a moment I thought for sure she was dead.

And then she stepped out of the protective circle of her people, even more stunning up close than she had been from across the street. The fitful light from the fires started by the plasma grenades Kira had dropped on the heavy troopers played over the huntress’ jet-black skin, painting every lush curve and hardened muscle with a red glow. Bone white patches of armor which covered little more than her nipples and groin highlighted her nakedness more than covered it.

“Stop or die!” she shouted, jabbing one slender finger at me. Her nails were long and pointed, with a faint metallic sheen that made me wonder whether they were natural or some kind of weapon enhancement.

I held my hands high, blades retracted, I did not want this to turn into a fight. She had four mutants still with her, and while she appeared to have lost her spear along the way, they were all armed with crystalline swords that glowed with inner power.

Those blades are alive, Jay. I suggest you do not let them slice you.

“I’m a friend,” I started, but my words only agitated the huntress. Her impressive rack of antlers transformed as I watched, twining into a pair of curling horns that both framed and protected her face. Her eyes flashed from among the coils of bone as she stepped back from me.

“Come with us if you want to live,” Kira shouted from behind me, and I realized she was speaking the same language as the alien monsters. Of course. They didn’t have communication earbuds that would translate our words for them. “There is no time to waste. The base will explode soon. We have to get out of the blast zone.”

The alien woman stepped up to me, her eyes level with mine. Her body was corded with muscle, but she carried enough meat on her bones to wrap those hard planes in smooth curves. The armor platelets on her breasts scraped against my armor as she drew one deep breath after another.

“We have to go,” Kira said. “With or without you.”

The woman’s eyes flicked away from my face, and I knew she was staring at Kira. There was a hard, measuring intensity in that stare, but after a moment it softened. The woman bumped the tips of her horns against my faceplate, then stepped back. She snapped a sharp nod to Kira, then waited expectantly.

“Let’s go,” Kira said. “Before she changes her mind.”

We raced back to the skimmer, the huntress and her allies hot on our heels. The woman barked orders to her people when the skimmer came into view, and they shot past us to climb into the battered vehicle’s bed. I jumped into the skimmer’s cab, followed by Kira and Myrin.

The huntress stared at us for a moment, then shook her head and opened the passenger’s door behind my seat. Then she threw herself in and slammed the door.

You have added another specimen to your list of potential mates, congratulations. Now, get moving unless you want to die.

My right foot found the elevator and my hand slapped the accelerator to full forward. The skimmer’s engines didn’t like the abuse I heaped on them, but tough titty said the kitty. If they held on for a few more minutes, they’d never have to fire up again.

Dust and ash blew up behind us as I pushed the skimmer to the red line. We weren’t more than a yard off the ground, which meant I was mostly blinded by the debris filling the surrounding air. I could rise above it, but it would cost us a lot of forward momentum to do that. If I didn’t have a ton of alien warriors loaded into the skimmer’s flat bed, we might have been able to pull it off. As it was, though, I had to stay low and rely on Seymour’s highlighted path to get us to safety.

It was risky, but what part of my life wasn’t these days?

The woman shouted at her warriors in the back, ordering them to sit down and shut up. She flopped back in her seat, staring at me in the rearview. There was a hungry anger there, something I didn’t understand.

“Can we get her an earbud?” I asked Kira. “It would make communicating with her a hell of a lot easier if she understood me.”

“Let me see if I’ve got a spare,” Kira said. “Though you could just let me translate.”

An ashen dune suddenly appeared in the flickering glow of the skimmer’s headlights, and I whipped the vehicle around the obstacle. We might have been able to jump the thing, but that would have cost me forward momentum for altitude, and we didn’t have time for that shit. The skimmer’s tail whipsawed back and forth from my sudden maneuver, and I wrestled it back under control before I responded.

“I appreciate the offer,” I said, wrestling the skimmer back on the path Seymour had laid out for us. “But the last time I let someone translate for me it did not go well.”

Things were different then, Avatar. If I’d known you would work out so well, I wouldn’t have had to nudge you onto the proper path.

A red sun bloomed on the horizon far behind us. Pillars of flame rose into the air around it as the intense heat of the meltdown flashed through the base’s power conduits and erupted from the transformers ringing the base. Whirling ash devils spiraled around the burning pillars and clawed their way into the night sky. For a split second, I saw the face of death and was sure its gaping, fiery maw was going to eat us all.

“No,” I growled. The shock wave was coming, then the heat, then death. We were so close to safety, but it was going to be a race to get there in one piece.

With a roar, I held on to the skimmer’s wheel and worked the brakes, accelerator, and elevator like a madman. The skimmer’s nose wobbled from the stress I was placing on it, and its repulsors wailed across the ashy plain like bats out of hell.

The escape timer ticked down to a big, fat, flashing, red zero.

And there were still too many numbers on the distance meter.

A wall of ash, driven by the pressure wave racing ahead of the reactor’s explosion, loomed in my rearview. Right behind that gritty boundary was a screaming incinerator. The wall of heat would kill us all before we even knew what had hit us.

“Brace for impact!” I shouted. There was still a way out of this if I hadn’t used up all my Dukes of Hazzard stunt driving luck for the day.

I held on tight to the steering wheel and lifted my feet off the skimmer’s pedals. The vehicle slowed and drifted as the repulsor pods wound down.

The shockwave slammed into the back of the skimmer and pushed its tail high into the air. I slammed the brakes on for a moment to force the back end down, then punched the elevator to pull the nose up. It was a tricky maneuver, and if I was too slow, the skimmer would plow into the dirt and catapult us end-over-end.

The competing forces tore at the skimmer. Rivets blew out from its frame and it shed polycarbonate body panels like blackened scabs. The distance meter ticked down far too slowly. We were close to safety, but close wouldn’t cut it when a raging inferno was trying to shoot up your tailpipe.

A flaming wall flashed to life in my rearview. It was gnashing at our heels, and I pitied the poor fuckers in the skimmer’s bed. They were about to get a terminal sunburn.

“You can do it, Jay,” Kira said, her voice shockingly calm and soothing. She’d slid over next to me and her hand closed over my armored thigh. “You can do it.”

I kept the skimmer arrow straight as it bucked up and down. I felt death’s claws on the back of my neck, eager to claim the soul that had cheated it out of so many others.

We burst through a wall of ash and smoke and screamed up a narrow hillock.

The skimmer flew into the air and gained precious distance on the wall of death at our back.

The distance meter dropped to zero.

We’d made it.

I just had to stick the landing.

The skimmer, unfortunately, had other ideas.

One of the repulsors tore loose from its mount and spiraled off into the distance. I watched its blue core glow brighter and brighter as it spun away from us.

“Well, fuck,” I grumbled, and the skimmer spun out of control.

The shitty vehicle did not have the smarts to compensate for the missing repulsor pod, which caused the other three to shove us all over the goddamned place. There were no individual overrides for the pods. The best I could do was wrestle the wheel and pray.

I slammed my foot down on the brake, but that didn’t help matters. The repulsor pods braked by firing backward, and the off-kilter trio did just that. That threw the skimmer into a wild spin that flattened me against the skimmer’s door and Kira against my side. I hoped the dudes in the back were holding on tight.

“Ouch,” Kira grunted.

“Yeah,” I agreed.

The jungle’s edge flashed past my vision. There was space between the trees, but I didn’t trust the erratic course the skimmer was traveling along. If we hit a tree at this speed, it’d be all over but the tears.

I pulled the accelerator full back, instantly killing all power to the repulsor pods. The skimmer fell a few feet and slammed into the ground at the edge of the jungle. That slowed our spin, but it also ripped off the remaining repulsor pods. More parts of the skimmer flew away, vanishing into the darkness as the headlights painted a wild, swerving picture around us.

The skimmer stopped at last. Ash and dirt rained down on the vehicle's body with a symphony of pings and rattles. The metal creaked and crackled, and I realized we’d lost the landing gear somewhere along the way. Monkeys screamed from the jungle’s canopy, pissed that we’d interrupted their foraging with a noisy crash.

“Do it again, Daddy,” Myrin laughed from the skimmer’s back seat. Her voice was bright but shaky, and I glanced back to make sure she was all right.

Myrin’s waist was wedged tightly between the huntress’ long, black legs, which were folded around Myrin’s back. The alien warrior woman had coiled her arms around Myrin, as well, holding her in a tight embrace. I was sure our new friend had hugged Myrin tight to keep the two of them from bashing each other to death as the skimmer spun out of control, but that is not what it looked like.

Myrin’s shit-eating grin and feverish eyes didn’t do anything to dispel the fantasy that I’d caught the two of them getting ready to go to town.

“Everyone okay?” I asked.

“I knew you’d get us out of there,” Kira said, and squeezed me into a tight hug. “That was amazing. And I’m fine.”

I returned Kira’s hug and turned to open the door.

Only, there was no door to open. The only parts of the skimmer still more or less intact were the frame, the roll cage, and the flat bed. Everything else was scattered across the ash-strewn waste behind us. We were very, very lucky to be alive.

Most of us, anyway. One of the warriors was nowhere to be seen, and from the looks on his buddies’ faces he wouldn’t be turning up. The three remaining mutants were beat to hell, but that could as easily have been from the spider crash as my driving.

I dragged myself out of the skimmer and stretched my arms overhead. My back cracked, and my joints ached, but I was alive. Thank god for small miracles.

Kira eased out from her side of the skimmer and dug through the many pockets on her harness for something. The huntress was the next to exit the skimmer, and she helped Myrin out of the wreckage. As soon as she’d done so, the huntress turned her attention to her people.

“Here,” Kira said, handing me a new communicator. “See if she’ll use it. I only understand enough of her language for a basic conversation.”

“What is she speaking?” Myrin asked.

“Gorlas,” Kira said.

“That is not what the Gorlas look like,” Myrin said, giving the huntress an appreciative glance. “Like, at all.”

I approached the huntress with slow, careful steps. I offered her the earbud with my right hand, then pointed to the side of my head with my left index finger.

The huntress raised one fine eyebrow at me, then gave me a smirk. She took the communicator and plugged it into her ear. She grimaced for a moment, then offered me a smile and a shallow bow.

“Thank you,” she said, “for helping my people in our war with the Dominion.”

I returned her graceful bow with a dip of my head. I didn’t want to offend her, but Marines do not bow to anyone.

“You’re welcome,” I said. “Your enemy is our enemy. It seemed like the least we could do.”

“It was the least you could do after I saved your life,” the woman said. “If you had passed us by after that, you would have been little better than the scum we fight.”

“I shot a guard who was about to kill you,” I said, correcting her memory of the scrap inside the Dominion base. I tried to put some good humor into my words because getting into a pissing match over battle honor was the kind of shit scrubs did in bars. “I’m Jay. That’s Kira and Myrin.”

“I am Syrl Varung,” the huntress responded, standing up straight and puffing out her chest with pride. “Queen of the Changing Folk. Huntress of the Destroyers.”

Then her regal features twisted into a beautiful smile, like a ray of sunlight breaking through the eye of a hurricane.

“And I know well who you three are,” Syrl continued. “Come with us. There is much I would like to show you.”

She walked past me, dragging her spiky nails across my chest and over my shoulder as she headed into the jungle.

I turned to watch her go and saw she had less armor on her back than her front. It was a very impressive view.

“How does she know us?” Kira asked quietly as the alien warriors followed their queen into the shadows beneath the jungle’s canopy.

“Who fucking cares,” Myrin said with a devilish grin. “Can we keep her?”
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Chapter 5

We’d been following Syrl and her warriors for a few minutes when Myrin hip-checked me to get my attention.

“Do you think she really knows who we are?” Myrin asked as she nodded toward Syrl.

“Why would she yank our chains?” I asked. “But, to be honest, I’ve got no idea how she would know who we are.”

It’s a big universe, Avatar. And your exploits have been widely publicized by the Dominion’s attempts to stop you from destroying their information network. You and your new friends have made quite a splash across the galaxy under the Dominion’s rule.

“Let’s ask her,” Kira said with an impish grin. She’d pushed her drone goggles up onto her forehead, and her violet eyes gleamed as the jungle’s bioluminescent lights flickered to life. The sun’s setting didn’t reduce the amount of light in the jungle, but it did change it from a bloody red hue to a brilliant jade luminance.

Kira jogged ahead of us, and I increased my pace to keep up with her. I trusted Kira to keep the conversation civil, but I wasn’t so sure Syrl would play nice if the dialogue veered off course. It would be better for everyone if I were there to make sure people kept their bullshit in check.

“Hello,” Kira said brightly as she caught up with the taller woman. The two of them were even less alike than Kira was from Myrin. Syrl was almost six feet tall while Kira barely hit five feet wearing her boots. Kira was slender, but Syrl was statuesque. Still, Kira didn’t let the taller, more muscular woman with the horns intimidate her. “Can I ask some questions while we walk?”

“Ask away.” Syrl glanced at me as if she wanted me to talk but I wanted Kira to get her questions out before I jumped in.

“Great,” Kira said as she grinned at Syrl. “You said that you knew us. But how is that possible?”

“While it is true that I am here now, do you truly think this is where I have always been?” Syrl asked. She chuckled then and offered Myrin a disarming smile. “And even if this is where I was born and raised, do you think we have no way to know what is happening in the rest of the galaxy?”

Kira said nothing for a moment, and then she twisted her mouth into a rueful grin, shook her head, and let out a little sigh of disappointment.

“You’re right,” she said. “That was an assumption on my part. I shouldn't have assumed.”

Syrl chuckled, her voice low but not threatening, and she gestured for Myrin to join us as we marched deeper into the jungle. The strange woman’s eyes were wide and bright, almost glowing as they captured the steady light leaking from leafy vines and broad toadstools. For the first time, I noticed the subtle swirls of silver that marbled her skin. They were all but invisible under the red sunlight, but the jungle’s bioluminescence transformed them into vivid streaks. The patterns wove around the patches of bony armor dotting her body.

“I do not blame you,” Syrl said as we continued our trek through the jungle. “Appearances can be most deceiving, and you have only seen us prepared for war. You cannot be faulted for thinking us primitive savages. Much as you cannot fault me for wondering what kind of man you’re keeping hidden in that suit of armor.”

One of the warriors glanced back at us. His face was covered in thick hair, which was braided blackened bones. He growled and flashed sharp fangs, but then he let out a high-pitched giggle before turning his attention back to the path ahead of us.

Point made.

These creatures are most strange. I recommend you kill one of them so I may examine its soul more closely. For your own safety, but also because we like killing and need more souls.

“You have your own listening post?” Myrin asked.

“Something like that.” Syrl clucked her tongue, winked at the purple-haired woman and then gave me a smoldering look. “But it is too early in our relationship for me to reveal all my secrets to you. We aren’t even lovers yet.”

That earned her a chuckle from Kira, Myrin, and I, and loud laughs from the warriors ahead of us. Myrin, to my surprise, blushed a furious purple and ducked her head in a vain attempt to hide it from the rest of us.

“Okay,” I said, changing up the conversation to get Myrin off the hook. She hated to be embarrassed, and I didn’t want her killing anyone who teased her for her purple cheeks. “I'll bite. If you weren't born and raised in this jungle, where did you come from?”

The night-skinned huntress considered my question for a moment. She looked up at the moon rising through the gaps in the jungle's canopy and tilted her head left to right as if trying to shake loose the proper words. After what felt like an uncomfortably long silence, she finally opened her mouth, paused, and then decided to dive right into an explanation.

“When I was a girl, my family operated a merchant ship. We spent most of our time running supplies from one outpost to another. The trips were long, and not always profitable, but my family was proud of the work we did. Without us, most of the frontier colonies in our sector of space wouldn't have survived. We traded medicine, food, even air and water, for whatever minerals or other goods they extracted from their wild worlds. It was a good arrangement.”

She left the unspoken ‘but’ hanging in the air between us, and I gnawed on it while glancing at her from the corner of my eye. It was hard to imagine this regal, yet feral woman cooped up in the sterile confines of a space station, much less the cramped and uncomfortable quarters of a struggling merchant ship. She looked much more at home here in the shadows of the jungle.

“That's how I know the sisters,” she said, glancing over at Myrin on my left and Kira on her right. “They were legendary, even when I was a girl.”

That was a piece of information I was unaware of. The Alari sisters looked to be in their mid-twenties, but Syrl also looked to be about the same age. Were Myrin and Kira fighting against the Dominion when they were kids? I wanted to question her further about the ladies I'd been spending so much of my time with, but it seemed rude to interrupt her, so I held my tongue and made a mental list of questions I needed to ask Kira and Myrin the next time I had a chance.

I warned you those women were not to be trusted. Who lies about how old they are?

I rolled my eyes at Seymour’s hypocrisy but said nothing. I’d have plenty of time to point out just how tight-lipped he was about his past, later. There was no profit to be had in trying to talk to him now.

“Myrin led a group of freedom fighters who liberated several colonies from Dominion rule. My father, ever an idealist, decided to help those freed colonists by bringing them needed medical supplies and food,” Syrl shook her head and turned her eyes back to the rising moon. “It was a terrible idea.”

I glanced at Myrin, but she shook her head. We’d talk about it later.

“The Dominion, of course, didn't want those worlds to remain free. When Myrin and the Heresy moved to a new front in their war, the Dominion returned to reclaim what was once theirs.” There was bitterness in Syrl’s words, but it didn’t seem to be directed at Myrin.

“We had the misfortune of being there when the troopers arrived,” Syrl continued with a sigh. “They captured us. Took our ship, scuttled our cargo, and killed my father and my mother.”

“Why not you?” I asked. The Dominion wasn’t known for their kindness toward anyone on the wrong side of their war. I’d seen and heard enough about their atrocities to know they wouldn’t spare a kid without a damned good reason.

“For many years, I wished they had,” Syrl said. Her words carried the weight of her pain, but she smiled to let me know my question hadn’t offended her. “But I was young and healthy. We Gorlas are well-known for our strong constitutions and resilience. I made the perfect test subject.”

From the darkness ahead of us, I heard one of Syrl’s warrior’s grunt as if agreeing with her. My thoughts raced from her statement to what I saw before me.

“They changed you,” I said as I imagined how terrifying and painful that transformation must have been. “They changed all of you.”

Myrin reached out to take my hand, but I wasn’t sure if she was trying to comfort herself or me. Had she really been out busting Dominion heads while Syrl was just a kid? So many questions, so few answers.

“Yes,” Syrl answered. “I was in one of the first batches of subjects they brought out here. There were hundreds of us in those first few years, but the procedure was dangerous. Many died before they changed. Even more died shortly after the transformation. And most who survived the change weren’t useful to the Dominion. What you see here are the last of the first generation. All I could save from their butchers.”

The memory of my first days with Seymour, the fear and anger, the pain and helplessness, all rushed back at me. Taking the Dominion apart, piece by piece, got more appealing.

I know what you’re thinking, but I didn’t torture you. It wasn’t an experiment. I made you perfect the first time.

“That must've been terrible,” I said. What Seymour did was pretty shitty, but it had all worked out in the end. I still didn’t exactly trust him, but he hadn’t turned me into a monster.

He had just made me incredibly powerful.

“It was,” Syrl said matter-of-factly. “But the Dominion made a mistake. They underestimated the success of their own experiments. When they moved on to the second generation, they locked the rest of us up in pens. They left us alone for days at a time, using automated systems to feed and water us. They treated us like animals, and our rage gave us strength.”

The deeper we went into the jungle, the more alive it seemed. Red and green eyes flashed at us from the darkness. Massive creatures howled in the distance, raising their voices to announce their presence and define their territories. Bats with wingspans wider than I was tall sailed through the open spaces between the canopy. Their wild, moist scents washed over us with every flap of their fleshy wings.

“You escaped when they weren’t looking?” I asked. And then the obvious follow-up question. “They didn’t track you down and drag you back?”

Syrl said nothing for a moment, but then she glanced at me with a sly smile tweaking the corners of her lips.

“The jungle called to us,” she said. “You can hear it speaking to us even now if you know how to listen. Those bestial cries are not threats. They are greetings to kindred spirits. We answered their call, and the jungle protected us from those who would harm us. Much as something in you called to me when we were fighting in the Dominion’s base.”

She flashed me a sexy, hungry smile, and I couldn’t deny I felt the pull of attraction toward her. Her eyes roamed over my armor as if trying to pry it apart to devour me. After our dust-up with the Dominion, I felt the same about her.

We were deep into the jungle by that point, and the undergrowth was thick around our path. The trees were still widely spaced, but the groundcover had thickened into brambled walls, vines, and bushes intertwined in a nearly impenetrable barrier that kept us from drifting from the course we followed.

“It’s not like this jungle is hard to navigate,” I mused. “Seems like the Dominion could have just followed one of these paths right to your hideout.”

Syrl grinned at me, and her amusement was as plain on her face as the thick, bony ridges of her horns.

“Look behind us, Jay,” she said. “The jungle guards its own.”

I turned back, and my eyes widened as I realized that the path we'd been following was completely closed behind us. It had vanished as if there had never been a clear trail for us to walk in the first place.

Be careful of this one, Avatar. She is telling the truth, but there is something strange about this place. Something familiar and alien about everything that lives here.

Well, that was as helpful as ever.

Syrl drew away from me after that. It was as if she'd explained everything she had to share with us. Her story made a certain amount of sense, but I didn't like it. All of these people were captured from different points in the universe and then dragged here to be experimented on? It would have been easier for the Dominion to put its hidden medical facility somewhere more central to its territory. They were powerful enough to operate anywhere they wanted.

There had to be something about this specific place that drew their resources this far off the beaten path. Whatever it was, my hackles were raised. I wouldn’t be satisfied until I knew everything there was to know about Syrl and Koroshi.

Syrl returned to her people and began talking to them in low murmurs. I wasn’t worried they were planning on betraying us, but I was annoyed that she’d dismissed us so easily.

Kira and Myrin eased in closer to me as our journey continued. They hooked their arms around my waist, and I draped mine over their shoulders. We walked in easy silence, just soaking up the alien jungle surrounding us, which was almost as entrancing as my view of Syrl’s lush hips swaying from side to side as she ambled through the jungle ahead of us.

The moon rose full overhead, and the glowing plants intertwining themselves around the enormous trees spread their leafy heads wide to soak up its silver rays. Their glow intensified and threw emerald light in every direction. It was a stunning display, but there was something too familiar about that light.

It reminded me of the Soulforge’s glow when I filled it with souls.

“I've never been anywhere like this,” Kira said, derailing my train of thought. “Everything feels so… I don't know.”

“I can't put my finger on it, either,” Myrin agreed. “It's like everything is just more… More.”

“Alive,” I said. I felt a rush when I absorbed a soul and a similar, but a less powerful sensation tingled along my skin as we walked deeper into the forest. The massive trees were overflowing with an energy that seemed ready to burst forth at any moment. The light shed by the glowing vines shifted and writhed on its own as if stretching out to touch everything and everyone who ventured near it. There were souls here, so many it boggled my mind.

I believe you are correct, Avatar. There are many, many souls here. We must discover how this is possible. I sense a glorious harvest in our future. I’ve never eaten a world before.

Well, that was disturbing. If Seymour couldn't figure out how to harvest the souls, there was something very strange about Koroshi. Maybe we could settle down here and start a vegan soul farm.

“We're nearly there,” Syrl called back to us. Her teeth gleamed silver in the moonlight. “Don't be nervous.”

“Well,” Kira said. “I wasn't before she said that.”

We all chuckled, but there was a tight edge to our laughter. We were all hardened veterans of an ugly war, and while Syrl and her people had seemed grateful and friendly, you just never knew how things could go sideways.

Before I could say anything, though, the jungle changed around us.

The tall trees grew shorter and squatter. Their thick trunks grew to the size of small houses, and their branches were as thick as the skimmer we'd just crashed. Mushrooms as tall as my waist loomed above the smaller branches and vines of the undergrowth surrounding our path as if standing silent sentinel against any intruders. Their fleshy caps bent toward us when we approached them and swiveled to follow us as we passed. I couldn’t shake the feeling they weren’t just responding to us but were watching and waiting.

We rounded a bend in our path, and I took in a sharp breath. The trail widened into a clearing half a mile across. The thick-trunked trees encircled it like a living fence, the poles so close together a person would be hard-pressed to squeeze between them. Glowing vines threaded their way around the trunks and over the low-hanging branches. The glowing light illuminated the mutant members of Syrl’s tribe in the clearing. The perfume of alien honeysuckle plants wafted on the breeze, and their scent reminded me of summer nights on the porch in Kentucky.

It was like nothing I’d ever seen before, but I somehow felt completely at home.

Syrl’s warriors stopped and moved to the left side of the path when they entered the clearing. One of them cupped his hands around his mouth and unleashed a loud, braying call that reminded me of a gorilla's booming challenge.

The rest of those in the clearing froze where they were and turned to face the caller. They answered with cries of their own, and their voices echoed through the jungle until Syrl raised her hands overhead. The tall woman walked toward the center of the clearing, and they watched her approach with unabashed reverence.

Silence reigned over the clearing.

“My people.” Syrl’s voice was so loud and clear I wouldn’t have been surprised to see someone had slipped her a microphone. “I have brought friends and allies back from the facility. Though some of our number were lost in the battle, thanks to our honored guests, many more survived. Welcome them to our home. For tonight, they are blood of my blood. Accept them.”

Silence returned as Syrl’s words faded away. The weight of the tribe’s eyes bore down on me, and they didn’t seem so friendly all of a sudden.

A moment later, every one of the mutants in the clearing bowed low.

Syrl nodded in response and then turned on her heel and headed back toward us.

“Come,” she said. “It is time to feast. We will tell stories of the great battle we have survived. Once we have filled our bellies and emptied our thoughts, there is something I will show you.”

The impressive huntress turned on one heel and stalked back toward the center of the clearing. Her people had pulled a long, polished log that had been cut in half lengthwise. They dragged it into the clearing and rested it atop six pairs of evenly spaced square stones to serve as a low-slung dining table.

Syrl sat cross-legged at the head of the table and motioned for us to join her. She gestured for me to take the seat at her right hand, and Kira and Myrin to take the seats to my right. The ground was comfortably springy under me, and I felt myself relaxing a little as my weight settled onto the earth.

“Be at peace,” Syrl said. “You are safe in our home.”

The clearing buzzed with activity. A trio of tribesmen cranked a massive skewer of meat over an enormous fire not far from the table, and an older woman with four legs squatted next to a heavy clay pot sunk into the earth. The rest of the tribe’s folk darted through camouflaged doors in the tree trunks to fetch other dishes they’d prepared. As I watched a train of steaming plates and bowls head to the table, I couldn’t help but grin like an idiot.

The people we’d thought were monsters lived in these massive trees like the fucking Keebler elves. For a moment, at least, our war with the Dominion was paused so we could enjoy an incredible meal with some truly incredible people.

A woman with leathery scales covering the front half of her body approached us with gingerly placed steps. A cascade of razor-sharp quills extended from the crown of her head down her neck and hung from her shoulders like a deadly cape. She was obviously well aware of the danger she posed to others and took great care not to poke anyone as she placed a platter of food in front of Syrl.

As she departed, a thick, squat man approached from the other side of the table. He held an enormous wooden bowl filled to the brim with a peeled fruit that I'd never seen before. Its smell reminded me of grapefruits and alcohol, its flesh was firm and brilliant red, and my mouth watered at the unusual combination of sights and smells.

The rest of the tribe gathered as they placed food on the table. The hulking mutant soldiers who’d accompanied us back from the battle sat at Syrl's left. The rest of her tribe, including a cluster of mosquito-faced men and women who plunged their syringe noses into a still-squirming alien piglet, took their places further down the table.

Soon, we were surrounded by people who weren't quite people. Where you would expect to find mouths, some had lipless maws filled with needle-like teeth. Muzzles sprouted from the center of other faces, carrying viper’s fangs or the sharp, tearing teeth of a wolf. A few had more exotic traits, like chitinous wings, or the curling, segmented tails of scorpions. It was a lot to take in.

Syrl patted my knee and offered me a sincere smile.

“You're safe here,” she said. “All of my people have suffered at the hands of the Dominion. And while we are fighters, and some might call us monsters, we know who our friends are. No one under these trees will ever harm you.”

I nodded back at her and retracted my mask but kept my eyes peeled for signs of trouble. I wanted to trust the happy mutants gathered around the clearing, but I couldn’t stop thinking about who they were before the Dominion got its hands on them.

No lie, the food was fucking amazing. I didn't recognize half of what they laid down in front of us, and none of it tasted like good old beef or pork, but I was starving from a day of tromping through the woods, tussling with a giant snake, and kicking Dominion ass.

My belly wanted to be filled.

I devoured a mouthful of something medium rare and delicious and then washed it down with a drink of something vaguely fruity that packed an alcoholic wallop.

“What is this?” I asked Syrl, pointing to my clay mug. “Other, of course, than something fucking delicious.”

Syrl grinned and raised her own glass in mock salute.

“It's called Lyord,” she said with a slight smirk. “Most of your people, well most people, have a hard time with it. You should be careful. Drink too much and your inhibitions will fade away to nothing. Then who knows what might happen between the both of us?”

Then Syrl tilted her head back and poured most of her heavy mug’s contents down her throat. Her eyes never left mine as she took one smooth swallow after another, and her long dark neck glistened as a thin stream of liquor ran down her neck and pooled in the hollow of her throat like a glistening ruby.

“That's how it is, huh?” Myrin said cheerfully. “Two can play that game.”

Myrin clutched the handle of her mug and tipped her head back. She'd learned how to drink with the soldiers from a hundred different worlds, and her tolerance and capacity for all kinds of intoxicants was nothing short of astounding. She winked at Syrl, opened her mouth, tilted the container a good six inches above her lips, and swallowed the booze as fast as she poured it. Even I had to admit it was pretty fucking impressive, and I'd seen people drinking all kinds of stupid shit during my time in the barracks.

Myrin slammed her cup down on the table, and the wooden mug rang with a hollow thump. Then she grinned back at the tribe and raised her glass in salute.

“You fought well today!” Myrin cried. “You've driven the Dominion from one more world.”

The rest of the tribe cheered, clapped their hands, banged their knuckles on the tables, and stamped their feet. The odd assortment of mutants looked terrifying, but their enthusiasm and friendliness erased any apprehension I might have felt about them. They were a strong and brave people, and I was proud to have fought the same enemies as their queen.

I glanced at Syrl and noticed that she was not as exuberant as her people. She clapped politely at Myrin’s words but wore a pained expression, and her eyes were distant.

“I'm sorry for your loss,” Kira said as she reached across me to squeeze Syrl’s hand. “But that was an impressive victory over the Dominion. Their foothold on Koroshi is gone.”

“It is true we struck a blow against our oppressors,” Syrl said as she shook her head. “But what we have done here is but a tiny scratch. We've hurt the Dominion, but we haven't hurt them enough.”

“I know that's how it feels,” I said, “but you've done more than hurt them. You destroyed their base on this world. Kira stole the research files they stored here. This is a blow they won’t recover from soon.”

“And your explosion destroyed whatever was left standing,” Syrl said, but I detected a hint of amusement in her voice. “I wish all of that was true.”

Myrin leaned in close to me and hooked an arm around my shoulders to steady herself. The booze was having its way with her, though most Marines I'd served with would've been unconscious after half of what she'd slammed down. She was just getting warmed up.

“What are you talking about?” Myrin asked. “You saw the blast. Nothing survived that. Hell, we were five miles away and almost didn’t make it. You know something we don't?”

“This isn’t a discussion for a celebration,” Syrl said as she drummed her nails on the table. Then she rose smoothly to her feet and motioned for us to follow her. “Come with me. There's something you should know.”

Kira and Myrin were already on their feet, so I took another swig from my cup, swallowed a big bite of bloody meat, and followed Syrl as she headed towards one of the massive trees.
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Chapter 6

The huntress stopped at one of the doors set into the massive trees and opened it. She bowed low and held it open, motioning for the three of us to enter before her. When we were all inside, she entered and locked the door behind her.

I don't know what I was expecting inside the treehouse, but it certainly wasn't what I saw.

Most of the trunk had been carved away, and the round walls were polished smooth. A satin varnish covered the surfaces, drawing out the pale grain in the otherwise dark wood. The patterns were mesmerizing, almost three-dimensional when you looked at them, but they weren't the most impressive things in the room.

Somehow, Syrl had acquired an enormous curved monitor that occupied the far end of the space. It was more than five feet tall and twelve feet wide, and someone had carved out a portion of the tree’s trunk to create a perfect inset frame for the oversized display. The fit was so tight I couldn’t even see the seams. If Syrl ever wanted to move it, she’d have to hack the wall apart to get the TV free.

Above and below the main monitor, there were dozens of other displays attached to pivoting, extensible arms that were bolted to the wall. Dozens of different images flashed across the screens, and I realized these were all feeds from across the galaxy.

The main monitor was blank, however, which seemed a shame.

“Quite a home theater you got here,” I said. That thought led into a memory of Saturday matinees with my grandma, and that made my mouth water for popcorn that I hadn’t seen since I’d left Earth. I still haven’t been able to find a decent pizza either.

“We struck a blow today,” Syrl said. She approached the large screen, raised one hand in the air, and the monitor sprang to life.

The monitor filled with an image of an ash-covered plain. A butte squatted in the center of the desolation, and a walled compound squatted squarely atop it. Was that the place we just nuked? If so, why wasn't it a smoldering hole in the ground?

Syrl gestured toward the screen and it zoomed in on the still-standing Dominion emplacement.

“The base we just destroyed was the original research outpost here on Koroshi,” she said. “It was the one the Dominion knew about.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Kira asked, perking up at this new intel. “Is there someone here other than the Dominion?”

Syrl gestured and small stools rose from the floor in a semi-circle before the enormous monitor. I took a seat, and the sisters did as well. When we were all settled in, Syrl perched on a chair of her own, her long legs folded beneath her and her hands resting on her knees.

“The Dominion has been here for a long time,” she said. “For twenty years or so, there was only a single base, but then there was a fracture in the Dominion’s forces.”

Myrin scratched the side of her jaw and leaned back in her chair. It took her a few tries to focus her eyes on Syrl, but she finally got the job done.

“You're saying there's a rebellion within the Dominion?” she asked. “That seems like good news for us. The more fractured their forces are, the easier they’ll be to crush.”

“It is,” Syrl said. “Or it would be if this new faction wasn’t worse than the Dominion itself.”

“You’re telling us that the Dominion mad scientists who created you and owned the base we just nuked aren’t the craziest motherfuckers on the planet?” I asked. Suddenly, I wanted a bottle of whiskey more than anything in the galaxy.

Syrl nodded her head.

“The lead researcher, the insane doctor who birthed the first two generations of the Changed from the original base wasn’t happy with the restrictions placed on her by Dominion high command,” Syrl said. “She wanted to experiment not just on the test subjects brought to her, but on Dominion soldiers and herself, too. She started calling herself the Dragon Queen and took all the Dominion soldiers who were loyal to her into the jungle a decade ago. She's been leeching supplies, materials, and personnel from the original base ever since. She used what she stole to continue her experiments and build a new base away from the prying eyes of the Dominion’s spies.”

I leaned back in my chair and kicked my feet out in front of me as I absorbed all this new information. The picture forming in my mind wasn’t a pretty one. If there was another, bigger, Dominion base on Koroshi, then our attack had just kicked the hornet’s nest.

“If you knew this, why would you go ahead and make a move on the smaller base?” I asked. “It would have been smarter to lie low until you had the strength to take out the bigger base, then mop up the little guys.”

Syrl leaned forward and rested her elbows on her knees. She gave me a little shrug and sighed.

“We didn’t plan to make this attack,” she said. “But we watched you from the jungle. When you cleared a path for us by blinding the Dominion’s defenses, we couldn’t pass up the opportunity. Destroying the smaller base will anger the Dragon Queen since she will no longer be able to steal supplies. Our actions will slowly strangle her operation.”

She is a worthy mate for you, Avatar. Her rage is righteous. You should add her to your squad of bedmates. Or… you know... Kill her for her soul. Either one.

Kira pursed her lips as she mulled over the information Syrl had just laid in our laps. I could see the gears turning behind her beautiful eyes and knew she was about to go all rebel commander on the situation.

“What else can you tell us about this Dragon Queen and her rogue base?” Kira asked.

Syrl turned toward the display again, twisted her hands around, and rotated one index finger in a counterclockwise circle. Our view of the new base shifted and flipped to an overhead display. It looked very much like the original base, only much larger and with a lot more buildings. There were also guns mounted around the perimeter wall, and the hazy, flickering blue lightning of a force screen had been placed like a lid over the top of the wall.

“I see the power plant, so those other structures to the west of it must be the research laboratories,” Myrin said, and she was suddenly much more sober than I would have guessed possible. “We've got living quarters down to the south if I'm not mistaken. What are those big buildings to the north?”

The buildings Myrin was asking about reminded me of silos tipped onto their sides. The thick walls had no windows and the doors must've been on the end I couldn't see. The structures looked like they were meant to hold something dangerous.

And very, very big.

“Those are what I wanted you to see,” Syrl said. She let out a long sigh and crossed her arms over her chest. “I don’t know much about these facilities, but the communications we’ve intercepted refer to them as the dragon factories.”

“How far away is this?” I asked. We hadn't seen anything like this when we flew in, and Seymour had been keeping his eyes open. A base this big would be hard to hide, especially on a planet as empty as this one.

“Two hundred miles,” Syrl said. “Far enough away to not be an immediate threat to my people or me, but when she finds out what happened to her supplier, she’ll come looking for answers.”

I eyeballed the view of the base. It was an impressive piece of work, though I'd cracked tougher nuts. The problem wasn't with what I could see, it was with what I couldn't.

“How many troops does she have there?” I asked. “Roughly. Ten? Twenty?”

“We haven't gotten very close to it,” she confessed as she reached up to touch one of her stubby antlers. “Everything I have here came from what I gleaned from the Dominion communications network. There's some chatter between the bases, but it is low powers and not enough to reach beyond orbit. It took us years to gather all the equipment you see here, and it took me almost as long to crack their codes. I estimate two hundred Dominion security troopers and twice that many scientists and technical crew members.”

I let out a long, low whistle. Myrin raised her eyebrows in my direction, and Kira frowned as she stroked her chin.

“How is that even possible?” I asked. “The official Dominion base didn't even have fifty people, including the technicians. How is it possible that her base has four times that number?”

“The Dominion doesn't monitor bases like this very closely,” Kira said. “If the Dragon Queen were smart, she’d just report regular casualty losses from the security detail. Mark them down as attrition from local wildlife or accidents with the test subjects. I bet some of that is even true, right Syrl?”

The huntress nodded and leaned back in her chair as a faint smile twitched the corners of her mouth.

“That is about the size of it. We've been watching and waiting for a chance to strike, but we haven't had many opportunities. Most of my people aren’t warriors, no matter how tough they look. We were able to tame some of the jungle's more dangerous creatures for our use, but they're not a match for the rocket launchers or the flamethrowers the Dominion used to safeguard their base. When I detected you landing here and making your way through the jungle…”

“The snake?” I asked, wondering if Syrl had been behind the implant in its skull. “Were you behind the snake that attacked me?”

Syrl shook her head, and her horns reconfigured themselves again, snaking out into thin, rattling tendrils like the coils of a rattlesnake's tail.

“You mean the snake you killed?” she said, a faint, sad smile drifting over her features. “No, I didn't create Coahl. He was another escapee, but he couldn't conquer the beast the transformation awakened within him. He banished himself since he didn't want us to remove the module the Dominion had implanted. We disabled its control features but left the surveillance feed in place. That is how we knew you’d arrived.”

“I'm sorry about your friend,” I said. “I didn't know—”

Syrl waved my words off with a flick of one hand. Her eyes locked on mine, and I saw a quiet sadness within them. She'd seen much worse in her time. She knew the realities of this world and knew how things could change in the blink of an eye.

“I think we can take this place,” Myrin said as her eyes focused intently on the display. “It's solid, but it has the same problem the first base had. They aren’t expecting trouble. If we can get inside the base, we can bring it down. The force screen is a problem though. We can’t scale the walls or drop in from the top while it’s in place, and I doubt we can tunnel in from below without being detected.”

If my weapon systems were upgraded, we would be able to shatter the wall with a single strike. Perhaps we should take the woman with us, go somewhere to harvest all the souls, then return here prepared for destruction. That seems like the most prudent, and least wasteful, route.

“I don’t think Seymour can punch through the screen or the wall,” I said. “The last time I planned to take out a force screen I needed a gravity accumulator. We’ll need something big to pop this pimple on the Dominion’s ass.”

“I will aid you in whatever way I can,” Syrl offered. “As will my people, but you should know we are few, and many of our warriors were injured in today’s battle.”

Syrl flicked her fingers at the viewscreen covering the wall. The image went to static before shifting from the Dragon Queen’s base to a faintly wobbling drone’s-eye view of the clearing holding Syrl’s tribe. From this vantage, I could see there were fewer than two dozen of the Changed. Two-thirds of those were clearly noncombatants. There were a few children and some men and women with severe mutations that made them unfit for battle. One poor fucker dragged his lower body along like a slug, leaving a trail of glistening slime in his wake. Yet, despite their disabilities, the strong worked right alongside the weak, cleaning up dinner, stowing the plates, damping the fires, and preparing for a well-deserved rest. These were all that remained of Syrl’s people, and I anticipated her words before she even said them.

“I get it,” I said. “You're afraid of what happens to them if you get blown to shit.”

Kira rose from her chair and moved to Syrl. She wrapped her arms around the taller woman’s neck and pulled her into a warm embrace.

“We will figure out some way to evacuate your people,” she said, her voice low, but intense. “We will help you save them from the Dominion. And, if we have to, the three of us will tear that goddamned base down with our bare hands.”

“You would do that?” Syrl asked. “The three of you would risk so much for us?”

“Of course we’ll fucking fight,” I said from my chair. This little detail would delay our vacation again, but it was the right thing to do. “We came here to destroy the Dominion, and I'll be damned if we leave before—”

A brilliant burst of light flooded the monitor. It fell from the sky and splintered into four individual blazing spears. They slammed into the clearing, bursting open with thunderous explosions. Curved slabs of metal flew away from the impact and slammed into the unwitting and unfortunate members of Syrl’s tribe like a landmine.

The slugman took a shot across the back of his head, smearing his brains and bits of flesh over the wall's surface. The porcupine lady went down with her quills shattered and her spine blasted through her chest. Other bodies were pulverized so quickly I couldn’t identify them.

Shit.

“Drop pods!” Myrin shouted. Her rifle was in her hand before she finished the sentence. “The Dominion’s found us. We need to move.”

Before I could stop her, she charged out of Syrl’s monitoring station. Kira was hot on her sister's heels, her assault rifle in her hands, ready to fire. I charged after the sisters, shaking my head as I ran. Our planning session had turned into a bloody clusterfuck, and it was time to murder the shit out of the assholes responsible.

Syrl’s people didn’t panic, and as the smoke from the drop pods’ impacts cleared, the noncombatants helped one another run for cover.

The Dominion used drop pods to launch war machines, drones, or other heavy forces into battle. The pods were basically big, hollow missiles, which burst open upon impact to unleash their deadly payloads. They were fantastic for getting war machines behind enemy lines, but they weren't practical for launching your average soldier into battle, because the impact would smear the poor fucker all over the inside of the drop pod's walls.

What emerged from these pods were no normal troopers.

The soulless ones. Ugh, what a waste of time. Although, I suppose I can still amuse myself by watching you dismantle their husks.

“Great,” I grumbled. “More murder troopers.”

The oversized black-armored troopers marched away from their pods with almost mechanical precision. They had landed equally spaced out around the perimeter of the clearing and raised their weapons toward Syrl’s people.

Myrin dropped behind the edge of the table, pulled her rifle into its firing pocket, and squeezed off a shot before I could warn her that these assholes didn’t keep their brains in their heads.

The high-powered bullet howled across the opening and hit one of the black troopers square in the forehead. It was a clean shot, right between the eyes, and the high-velocity round rang like a gong as it burst through the back of the trooper's helmet.

For a moment, I thought Myrin had actually killed the bastard. Smoke leaked from the twin holes in the front and back of its head, and its wide, bug-like lenses flickered with static. But, the trooper didn't go down.

He didn't even stagger.

Instead, he raised an enormous rifle to his hip, braced it with his other hand, and squeezed off a stream of fiery lead. The bullets lit up the night and transformed the clearing into a burning hellscape. Myrin flung herself down below the huge log, and I drew my assault rifle as I skidded across the grassy clearing on my knees.

I unloaded a long burst at the motherfucker with the spitting minigun, and three of the five shots I sent his way slammed into the side of his armor below his armpit. It was the same kind of wound that had dropped one of his brothers back at the Dominion base, but I might as well have hit this guy with a spitball for all the effect it had on his thick armor. Someone had upgraded these assmonkeys, so I knew that it was time to get up close and personal with the soul blades.

The machine gunner dumped the last of his ammo in a long stream that cut across the clearing like a meteor swarm. Syrl’s people dodged and weaved as they fled from the rain of death. Some dove behind trees. Others hid behind jutting boulders scattered across the clearing, and others threw themselves behind ferns I knew wouldn’t provide any cover.

Before the asshole could reload his weapon from the ammo drums hanging off his shoulders, Syrl leaped out of the jungle and played the steel drums on his skull with a pair of war clubs. In the blink of an eye, she knocked the Dominion warrior’s legs out from under him, and her warriors sprinted out of the jungle to help her finish the job. I hoped they didn’t stop pounding the asshole until he was a pile of scrap metal.

A murder trooper on the other side of the drop pod unhitched a bulbous-looking rifle from the harness on his back, flicked a series of switches on its side, and cranked a dial on its top. Streams of hissing chemicals drooled from the wide barrel and formed a burning puddle between his feet.

Fuck. A flamethrower.

“No!” I shouted and raised my assault rifle to my shoulder. I doubted I could drop him with the weapon, but that wasn’t my plan.

Before he could fire, I took careful aim and squeezed off a single shot. The bullet whipped across the clearing and slammed into the back of his armored left hand. The bullet snapped off one of his fingers and knocked the flamethrower out of his grip. Then it swung on a strap slung over his shoulder and spewed burning fuel in an arc around him.

Excellent shot, Jay. You’ve been practicing. Imagine how much easier that shot would have been if you’d upgrade your HUD to enable advanced targeting.

I charged at the flame trooper at a dead run as focused on my target as a bull on a matador’s red cape.

Before I could reach him, the trooper grabbed his flailing weapon with both hands and prepared to turn a nearby treehouse filled with Syrl’s people into a blazing funeral pyre.

Without slowing in the slightest, I fired off another trio of shots from my assault rifle. The bullets slammed into the murder trooper’s shoulder and twisted him away from his target and toward me.

I threw my weapon back onto my shoulder mount and leaped into a flying sidekick. The attack caught the murder trooper off guard and drove him back three steps before he could catch his balance. His flamethrower dangled from its strap and leaked burning fuel down his leg. Fucker didn’t even seem to notice.

I see you know Kung Fu, now. Most impressive, Avatar.

“So you did soak up some of Earth’s finer entertainment while you were waiting for me to show up and rescue you,” I muttered. “Watch this.”

I extended both sets of soul blades and threw myself at the murder trooper. My blades ripped through his torso armor with ease but banged off the cylinder in his chest without breaking it. No plumes of red mist burst from the wounds I’d created, so I knew that the fucker wasn’t close to dead yet. Whoever upgraded their armor also put their vital bits inside a fucking vault.

“The only way to kill these ass maggots is to tear them apart!” I shouted and hoped my allies got the message.

I took a deep breath and prepared to rip the flamethrower trooper to pieces, but I was interrupted by a rude motherfucker who burst out of the shadows and charged at me with what looked like the biggest, meanest shotgun I'd ever seen aimed at my head.

He was fast, but I was much faster.

Before the shotgunner could turn my head into a moist red cloud, I grabbed the flamethrower trooper’s weapon just behind the ignition lighters. The weapon’s lengthy barrel gave me the lever I needed to whip the flame trooper around in a tight circle that put him between me and the fucker with the shotgun.

The new asshole with the shotgun hadn’t expected that move. His feet dug furrows in the black earth as he tried to stop before he slammed right into his pal. Too bad for him, he weighed too much and he’d been moving too fast to stop on a dime. He crashed into his buddy with a loud clang, and the pair momentarily tangled up as their arms and legs flailed for balance.

Before they could recover, I lunged around Flamer McFlamerson and drove my soul blades into the shotgunner’s side. A quick twist of my wrist carved a plug the size of a Coke can out of the shotgunner’s armor.

“Smoke ‘em if you got ‘em,” I snarled and rammed the business end of the flamethrower into the hole I’d created with my soul blades. With the bulbous barrels jammed in place, I reached over and forced the flamer trooper’s finger down on the weapon’s trigger. The igniters clicked to life, and the pressurized tanks unleashed a torrent of fuel that instantly transformed into an inferno.

The shotgunner’s body jerked and writhed as liquid hell pumped into his armor. He tried to bring the shotgun to bear, but his arms were wrecked with tremors that rendered him impotent. I wrenched the weapon out of his grasp and stepped away from the insane heat pouring from his armor. The carbon-black stealth coating flaked and peeled away as the metal underneath swelled and glowed an angry red.

I rammed the stolen shotgun’s barrel into the flamethrower trooper’s shoulder joint and squeezed the trigger. An explosive slug roared out of the shotgun’s enormous barrel and detonated like a blast of thunder. The trooper’s shoulder joint blew apart and his arm fell to the ground with a thud. I stepped up and raised the shotgun’s stock to angle the barrel down into the crater I’d just opened in the flamethrower trooper’s shoulder joint. I squeezed the trigger three more times and the explosive slugs transformed everything inside the trooper, including the armored cylinder holding all his important bits, into a gritty mush. Red smoke leaked out of his body as he fell to the ground and the lenses covering his eyes flickered with static.

The other trooper keeled over at the same time, burning fuel spilling from the hole in his side. A thick red cloud gathered above his smoldering body as his overheated armor cracked and split apart at the seams. The flamethrower fell away from him, the ignition torches sputtering as the last fumes from the empty fuel tank burned away.

Three down. Now, where was that last assmuncher?

“Jay!” Kira shouted, and my eyes scanned the clearing to take stock of the situation as I spun toward her.

Syrl and her buddies were prying the machine gunner apart with vicious glee, and their weapons rose and fell in a destructive rhythm. He wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.

Kira and Myrin had gathered up the wounded to lead them toward the largest of the treehouses for shelter, but the last murder trooper had emerged from the jungle to cut them off. He raised a pistol with a barrel so big its bore could swallow my fist and pointed it at Myrin’s face.

The shotgun was too inaccurate to land a kill shot at this distance, and I didn’t have time to drop it and draw my assault rifle before he squeezed the trigger on that enormous sidearm. Even if I did have time to swap weapons, the murder trooper’s improved armor would shrug off the assault rifle’s rounds, and he’d still kill Myrin.

No fucking way was that happening on my watch.

I raised the shotgun as I ran. The second I had a bead on the trooper I fired. The explosive slug unfurled a tail of red fire as it streaked across the clearing. The shot slammed into the trooper’s knee and threw his aim off as he squeezed the pistol’s trigger.

The hand cannon roared, and the bullet ripped through the jungle’s canopy. Limbs and leaves fell from the trees as the last murder trooper righted himself and prepared to fire again.

These fuckers were tough, but way too slow. I fired again as I closed in on him and this shot slammed square into his chest. The explosion crumpled the front of his armor like a fist slamming into the side of an aluminum can, and he staggered away from the sisters and the tribesmen they’d rescued.

I squeezed the trigger again, but the shotgun had run dry.

Fuck.

I’d reached the center of the clearing, which put me a little too far from the trooper to get down and dirty before he could bring the pistol to bear.

I was, on the other hand, right next to the enormous log we’d used for dinner. I cast a miserable glance at all the delicious food still spread across its surface, drew my leg back, and kicked the end of the log for all I was worth.

Roasted meat and stewed vegetables flew in every direction. Heavy mugs arced through the air, splashing their contents across the ground as the log spun around its middle.

The far end of the log slammed into the trooper’s calves and knocked him to the ground before he could bring his pistol to use.

I leaped over the table, landing with my feet on either side of the fallen trooper.

He raised his pistol, and I swiped my soul blades through his elbow joint before he could squeeze the trigger. The trooper’s weapon and lower arm flipped end over end as it spun into the darkness.

The bastard took a desperate swing at me with his remaining fist, but my soul blades carved through his wrist before he could make contact.

“That’s enough of that,” I growled and sliced both sets of blades up through the armor covering his chest. I twisted the blades as they slashed through the metal and peeled his armor away like the split halves of a ripe melon.

My fingers closed around the cold cylinder housing his vital organs. I ripped the tube out of the murder trooper, ignoring the gush of red vapor that engulfed me as the monstrosity died.

With a roar, I tossed the metal tube deep into the jungle.

I turned in a slow circle, claws extended, legs bent in a predatory crouch and ready to spring, searching for more enemies.

Everyone’s gaze was locked on me as I swept my eyes across the clearing. The survivors watched me with gaping mouths and wide eyes as I straightened up and retracted my blades.

We had won.

Myrin sauntered over to me and brushed the side of my helmet with the back of her hand. Her eyes were deep amethyst pools as she looked up at me, her cheeks flushed and her pulse pounding in the hollow of her throat.

“That was something else,” she murmured, her words thick with excitement. “Watching you fight seriously flips my switches. Later we’ll—”

“Later,” I growled. The world was a red smear around me. The crackle of fire provided a dark chorus to the ragged sobs ripping free from the wounded and the fallen. Most of Syrl’s people were innocent victims of the Dominion; not once, but twice. They hadn’t wanted this fight. The evil had to stop. Now. “But first, we’re going to make sure every one of these Dominion motherfuckers on this planet is dead.”
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Chapter 7

Syrl supervised her people as they cleaned up the mess the Dominion had made. She instructed women and children to gather buckets of water and douse the scattered flames the fight had caused and ordered her warriors to drag the bodies of the murder troopers into a pile.

“If you hadn't been here,” Syrl said, at last, her voice little more than a whisper. “If all of you hadn't been here, my people would now be dead. Including me.”

Perhaps you should ask her for a reward. Isn’t that what heroes do? Go places, kill things, get loot. You’re two-thirds of the way there, Avatar.

I shook my head and hid a chuckle. I didn’t want Syrl to think I was so morbid I’d laugh at her fears for her people, but sometimes Seymour made me laugh.

“That’s what we do,” I said with a shrug. “You’re fighting the Dominion, which means we’ll fight right alongside you. If you want, we can march over to their little shit stack of a base and fuck their world up, with you. Seems only right to return the favor after what they did here tonight.”

Kira and Myrin drew in close to me as I spoke. I felt their presence on either side and knew they agreed with what I had to say. I’d only just started my war with the Dominion; but the sisters had seen much more evil in their battles. They wanted the Dominion to pay just as much as I did.

“There are too few of us,” Syrl said as she shook her head. “We would need many more warriors to overrun their base. Our weapons and creatures are not powerful enough to destroy the wall surrounding that place of evil. An attack would likely cost us more than we would gain.”

“I'll send for reinforcements,” Kira offered. “We can call in Heresy bombers. I’ll redirect an attack fleet. We'll level the whole damned continent if we need to.”

Kira’s offer was a valiant one, but it didn’t make logistical sense. For one thing, we were far out on the ass end of nowhere. The Heresy's forces were stretched so thin they could ill afford to spare a single bomber, much less a whole attack fleet. Sure, taking out the Dragon Queen and her monster factories might keep a whole mass of Dominion creatures from being unleashed on the galaxy, but that didn't warrant scrapping all the Heresy’s carefully laid plans elsewhere.

If the Dragon Queen were going down, it would be because this little group gathered around me had taken care of business.

There was also the fact that murder troopers had shown up literally out of the blue to take their revenge for what we’d done earlier that day. Somehow, they knew where Syrl’s people were and had struck with no warning and pinpoint accuracy. If we didn’t act quickly, I had no doubt another batch of those black-suited soulless windowlickers would show up and kill more of the mutants. I couldn’t have that on my conscience.

“There isn't time to call for Heresy backup,” I said. “It’ll take three or four days for the closest allied ship to get here, and that’s if we can convince the rebellion to free up a bomber for us. It’s been less than eight hours since Syrl’s people helped us level the Dominion base, and the chucklefucks have already retaliated. If they keep dropping murder troopers on our heads, we won’t survive long enough for the Heresy to bail us out.”

“We can try,” Kira said. “Trust me, I’ll get a bomber diverted for this. It’s important, Jay.”

“There isn’t time,” I responded. “We only have two choices here: Syrl, you and your people can hide and hope those murder troopers don't show up again. The jungle hid you for years. Maybe this was just a fluke. Or, maybe they’re tracking me and the sisters, not your people at all. Hard to say.”

“And what is our second choice?” Syrl asked. Her tears had dried and her black eyes glistened like obsidian arrowheads. The fighting spirit I saw earlier had dimmed as she grieved, but it had flared to life again.

“Or, we fight,” I said. “Personally, running tuckers me out, but I can't speak for you or your people.”

All eyes were on Syrl and I. Her remaining warriors stared at their leader and waited for her response. The huntress studied me as if trying to read my thoughts through the death's head faceplate of my helmet.

“Their walls, their shield,” she said while she paced back and forth, as her agitated mind forced her body into motion. “How will we even get into their base?”

“There has to be a way,” I said. “I could sneak in, possibly. Take out a perimeter guard, steal his ID, something. It’s impossible to keep a place like that sealed tight. There are people in there. They need to be able to get in and out. If we can find a hole, we’ll wriggle through and gut them from the inside. It won’t be easy, but it needs to be done.”

One of the warriors, a broadly built woman with slumped shoulders, a hunched back, and arms long enough to reach the ground, tilted her broad face up to meet Syrl’s gaze.

“The Baburuku,” she said.

None of Syrl’s other people said anything, but all of their eyes swiveled to the warrior who'd spoken. She stared back at them, defiance in her orange eyes. One by one, the tribesmen looked away from her, until only Syrl could meet the warrior's challenging gaze.

“The old gods of the mountain,” Syrl said, her voice wistful. “They have the power, but the Dominion shattered the Blood Gates. I don’t even know if they still live.”

“The spires were damaged, but the portal beyond the Blood Gates remain open,” the female warrior said, and her eyes glowed like orange embers as she looked at Syrl. “None of our people could reach it, but maybe Jay’s armor would protect him until he has passed through the portal.”

Kira leaned her head against my shoulder, and I swear I could feel the gears turning in her brain as she formulated the questions she’d ask to gather more information.

“First, let’s stop talking in riddles,” she said, her words softened by her tone. “Who are the Baburuku?”

“I’m sorry,” Syrl said, ducking her head for a moment. “They are literal giants, fifty feet tall. They are the gods of Koroshi’s jungles, and while they are not many, they are mighty.”

“Good to know,” Kira said with a nod. “Why didn’t they stop the Dominion when they first showed up?”

“The Baburuku are powerful and wise, but they weren’t powerful or wise enough to stop the Dominion’s treachery,” Syrl said with a wistful sigh. “They were Koroshi’s only inhabitants until the Dominion arrived. One of their kind helped show us the ways of the jungle when we first escaped. He told me they’d had contact with the Dominion, even traded with them. But when the Dominion couldn’t find my people and me, they damaged the gates that lead into the mountain of the Baburuku. We haven’t seen them since.”

I chewed on Syrl’s words. These jungle gods sounded like a long shot at best, but so did the rest of our options. If there was a chance I could recruit some giants to pinch hit for us against the Dominion, I wasn’t about to pass it up.

“Okay,” I said. “The old and easy way to grandma’s house is busted all to shit. How bad is it, really on a scale of 1 to fuck me with a chainsaw?”

Syrl chewed at her lower lip and her eyes drifted toward the moon as she considered her words. Finally, she looked back at me.

“One side of the gates is sheared off,” she said. “It’s half the height it used to be, and there is no way to reach the portal from that side. The other half still rises to the portal, but it’s lower half weeps boiling magma. It seems impossible for anyone to use the gates, now.”

Impossible? This woman doesn’t know who she is dealing with. You should kill her. Just for laughs, but also because she has a soul. Have I mentioned to you how much I like harvesting souls? It’s my favorite thing to do.

“I think it’s safe to say this wouldn’t be the first time Jay has done the impossible,” Myrin said with a deep-throated chuckle.

“How far away is this place?” Kira asked.

“If we leave now,” Syrl said as she eyeballed the moon’s position through the jungle’s canopy, “we could reach it by mid-morning.”

“Then we should go,” I said. Waiting around for the Dominion to take another potshot at us didn’t sit well with me. “The Dominion found your hideout, which means your people and mine are going to be safer on the move. We’ll all head over there together, and then we’ll check out these Blood Gates.”

And perhaps these Baburuku will have the souls of gods, too. Imagine how tasty those will be. I don’t believe I’ve ever eaten a god’s soul before.

Syrl appraised me for a long moment and her eyes drifted up and down my armored body. I don't know what she was looking for, but she must have found it since she crossed her arms over her mostly naked breasts and gave me a slow nod.

“If anyone can pass through the Gates, it’s you,” she said. “My warriors will gather the striders.”

Syrl’s tribe turned out to be very pragmatic folks. They acknowledged that many of their people had died, but they knew there was no sense for the living to suffer over that fact any longer than necessary. Instead of mourning their losses, the tribe of monsters gathered what few belongings they would need for the journey and went about their business. They waited patiently around the fire of the long table that had once served as their communal dining point, and we waited with them. No one spoke. There didn't seem to be anything worth saying.

The warriors returned with the giant spiders less than an hour later. The enormous creatures approached the clearing slowly and carefully, their massive legs parting the trees gently rather than crashing through them. I had to wonder how many of these enormous monstrosities were hidden out there in the jungle. How many had we passed without even seeing them on our way to attack the first Dominion base? I enjoyed nature, but maybe it was time to get back to the fucking city.

One by one, the spiders lowered their bodies to the ground on the edge of the clearing. The warriors sent to fetch them descended from the howdahs and gestured for the rest of the changing folk to board the next bus for the Blood Gates. The surviving women and children, sixteen all told, boarded their spider first, crowding onto the howdah and settling in before the warrior reclaimed the reins and the spider raised itself off the ground.

The last five warriors climbed into their howdah next, carrying with them armloads of spears, their bows, and quivers filled with arrows. Most of their gear was made of wood, and the quivers were leaves stitched together with what appeared to be vines. They were primitive but powerful.

We should bring spare weapons with us next time. You make the most interesting friends, and it seems a shame they have no good toys to play with.

“If I gave them better weapons, they might get more kills and take away the opportunity for us to—” I started to say under my breath, but Seymour interrupted me.

You make a good point, Avatar. When these fools aren’t looking, destroy their weapons so that you might have the maximum opportunity for soul harvesting. I’m glad you are thinking about this strategically.

“Are you joking?” I whispered under my breath.

I never joke about murder, Jay. Besides, what are they going to do with sticks and stones? They might kill themselves by accident. And with that train of thought, you should just kill them all, right now, for their souls.

“Calm down buddy,” I whispered. “I’ll get you some souls soon. No need to kill our friends.”

Finally, the last spider, the largest of the group, lowered its massive emerald head to the floor. Syrl approached it calmly and gestured for us to follow. She clambered up one of its enormous legs and beckoned for us to move to the other. The enormous chitinous mouthparts extended several yards on either side of the spider's head, and I could see myself reflected in its black, featureless orbs as I stepped onto the serrated jaw. Myrin and Kira joined me a moment later, and then Syrl whispered something to the spider. It raised its head until we were standing level with its back, and we quickly hustled across his head and into the howdah.

“I am not a huge spider fan,” Myrin said. “How far are we going to have to travel like this?”

Syrl laughed and reached out to take Myrin's hand.

“It will take some time, but I will sit right here with you and Jay until we arrive,” she said with a devilish grin. “I would not have imagined such a fierce warrior as yourself to be afraid of bugs.”

“This bug is three stories tall,” Myrin said. “I think I get a pass on this one.”

The creatures moved with astonishing speed, but their gait was smooth and even. Their legs moved in synchronized pairs, front right to back left, middle right to middle left, rear right to front left, and so on. I leaned back against the wall of the howdah and rested on the narrow bench that ran around its perimeter. It wasn't the most comfortable seat I’d ever had, but the view was amazing.

The verdant jungle showed me giant tortoises as big as Volkswagen Bugs ambling along the ground beneath us, and I also spotted hyperkinetic, six-limbed monkeys throwing themselves from branch to branch through the dense canopy with wild abandon. I'd never seen anything like this place, and I doubted I ever would again. I breathed deeply of the rich jungle air, and I let its life settle deep in my lungs.

There is so much life here. It is difficult for me to even process at all.

“Careful,” I muttered, “you wouldn’t want me to think there’s something you don’t know.”

The feeling is getting stronger. Be careful here, Avatar. I've never experienced anything quite like this.

“Great,” I muttered to myself. No one seemed to notice my muttering, which I was glad for. Kira and Myrin were leaning against one another, half asleep with their heads resting on one another’s shoulders. They looked cute like that, and I was glad they could find some rest.

Syrl turned to me after the sisters had fallen asleep and gestured to the bench next to where she stood.

“Get some rest,” she said and then grinned mischievously. “I promise I won’t take advantage of you while you’re snoring.”

“What about you?” I asked as I moved closer to her. “You’re going to need some rest, too.”

“Tomorrow,” she said. “While you’re recruiting the Baburuku, I’ll be napping. Dreaming of better times.”

I honestly didn’t think I’d sleep, but I’d had a hell of a day and my tank was running low on energy. As we raced through the jungle, I dozed off and on, leaning against Syrl while I slept. Every time I opened my eyes, she was still holding the reins at attention, guiding us to our destination. There was a nobility to her, an impressive aura that snared my attention like a fishing hook every time I caught sight of her.

I finally came fully awake early in the morning as we left the jungle behind. The sun rose behind us and cast a deep shadow across a wide meandering river we would need to pass over. The azure river was wider than a football field, and it had carved a serpentine trough for itself across our path. Long-billed birds swooped from the sky, vanished beneath the waves, and burst free from the water moments later with their prey wiggling in their mouths.

As impressive as the river was, though, it was nothing compared to the amazing sight on its opposite shore.

There was an ancient mountain sitting above the jungle canopy. Its peak belched smoke and magma, and the surfaces of its face was pockmarked and scarred with what I guessed was thousands of years of drooling eruptions. The orange-red glow from the magma coursed down the mountain's face and then split into two separate streams over a large granite outcropping. The twin streams flowed down the black stone and into a deep bubbling ditch that surrounded the mountain like a moat from hell.

In front of that burning ditch stood a pair of tall, curved basalt horns. The black, curved spire on the left rose fifty yards into the air and stopped just short of a sphere of spitting red energy. The glossy black stone would have been a pain in the ass to climb at the best of times, but Syrl hadn’t underestimated the damage done by the Dominion. A flow of seething magma gushed from a crack a hundred feet up the left spire. The molten lava poured over the basalt in a glowing curtain of certain death that formed a boiling pool around the spire’s base.

Your armor is no match for the heat of that magma. You could survive a few seconds of contact, but you would not enjoy it.

Awesome. I wouldn’t be able to climb that side.

The spire on the right wasn’t encased in lava, but it was a shattered stump of rock less than half the height of the lava spire. I could climb it, sure, but there wouldn’t be any point because I’d still be seventy-five feet below the top of the gate.

“Looks like you weren’t kidding about just how fucked this gate is,” I said to Syrl. “The only way to reach the Yabbadabbadoolders is through that glowing red circle up there?”

“Yes,” Syrl said. “The Baburuku have defenses that prevent the unworthy from approaching their home. The Blood Gates were a test that would keep the weak from gaining entry.”

The spiders came to a stop at the edge of the river, and several of the warriors slid down the extended legs of the giant arachnids to operate a winch on an enormous drawbridge. Their muscles gleamed in the early morning sun and sweat poured from their flesh as they turned the crank. Thick cables emerged from the river and dragged massive stone blocks up to the river’s surface with them. It was an impressive feat of engineering, but I was even more impressed by the strength of the warriors raising it out of the river.

“Morning,” Kira and Myrin said. They dragged themselves up from where they’d slept next to each other and rubbed the sleep from their eyes.

“That’s the Blood Gates?” Myrin asked. “They look pretty fucked up.”

“That’s an understatement,” I said with a shake of my head. “Kira, can you get one of your drones up by the scary red glowing circle? I have an idea, but I need to know what kind of defenses are protecting that thing.”

“Sure thing,” Kira said with a yawn. She pulled her goggles down over her eyes and cracked her knuckles.

A gleaming silver drone emerged from a pocket of Kira’s combat harness and buzzed into the air. Its four tiny engines glowed blue as it soared into the sky and streaked toward the crackling portal at the top of the spire.

“It’s not hot,” Kira said. “The drone’s sensors tell me it’s a little warmer than the ambient air temperature, but nothing dangerous. Electromagnetic interference is nominal. Let me get a little closer—”

A crackling whip of blazing lava roared out of the cracked top of the right spire and slashed at the drone. The molten stone chilled in the air then fractured and fell smoking to the earth below.

“Rude,” Kira grumbled.

Before you ask, no I will not fly anywhere near that. I have no more desire to be burned by the lava than you do. The last time I was damaged, it took you forever to get me fixed.

“That answers that question,” I grumbled. “No shortcuts up to the top of the gate. Can you position your drone to give me a clear view of the top of the broken spire?”

“One sec,” Kira said. “There, it’s in position. Take a look.”

She peeled her goggles off and handed them to me. I decided not to peel my helmet off and held the chrome-covered lenses up to my faceplate. It wasn’t the clearest image, but it showed me what I needed to see.

The broken spire was twenty feet thick where the Dominion had shattered it. Glowing blisters of magma dotted the fractured surface. They were each a few feet across, and they swelled ever larger as I watched. A few seconds later, the largest blister burst and flung glowing strings of lava high into the air.

“What do you think, Seymour?” I asked. “How much force do those lava pimples generate when they pop?”

A significant amount. Enough to inflict severe damage on your armor if you were foolish enough to be near one when it exploded, so I’d advise you to not fuck up when you are climbing.

“One last test,” I said and handed the goggles back to Kira. “Fly your little zoomer across the river. I want to see how close you can get to the mountain.”

“Sorry little guy,” Kira said. She repositioned the goggles over her eyes and cracked her knuckles. “I think you’re going to have to take one for the team.”

The drone shot away from the broken spire and vanished into the distance.

“Halfway,” Kira said.

A zigzagging line of fire streaked away from the lava moat surrounding the mountain. It left a narrow, scorched crack in its wake and caught up to the drone in seconds.

The tongue of flame leaped into the air. It twisted as it chased the drone, then struck like a cobra.

The drone vanished in a burst of flame and smoke.

“Bye-bye,” Kira said. “Looks like they’ve got some mean tricks up their sleeves.”

“It does look that way,” I said. “Guess I won’t have Seymour ferry me over to knock on the door.”

Good luck climbing the spire, Jay. I’m sure you’ll do fine. After all, I did evolve your race from the powerful and majestic monkey.

“Now what?” Myrin asked.

“Now I’m going to do some climbing,” I said. “It’ll be fun.”

Syrl snapped her spider’s reins. The creature pressed down on the first stone in the bridge. Its weight caused the cables to groan, but the river-smoothed slab of rock didn’t move. Satisfied, the spider strode onto the bridge. The non-combatants crossed after us, followed by the warriors.

“Want some company?” Myrin asked. “I’ve got climbing gear, maybe we could—”

“Nope,” I said. I tapped my armored chest with one fist. “I’m the only one with the gear to pull this off. It’s not going to do us any good if one of you gets charbroiled. If this works, I’ll be back with some jungle god allies. If it doesn’t, Kira and Myrin, you need to get Syrl and her people the hell off Koroshi before the Dominion can kill them.”

“And it won’t do us any good if you get roasted in your own juices,” Syrl said. Her horns formed themselves into curled bristles down the length of her scalp. “Show me your face.”

I peeled the armor away from my face and took a deep breath. The filtered air inside my helmet wasn’t bad, but it was always nice to get a breath of the fresh stuff. The competing aromas of boiling magma and freshwater went to war in my nose, and I savored it all.

Syrl grabbed my cheeks with both hands before I could exhale. She pressed her lips to mine and flicked the tip of her tongue into my mouth.

“For luck,” she explained. She smiled and stepped back to give Kira some space.

“For luck,” Kira repeated. She stood up on tiptoes and grazed my lips with a gentle, heartfelt kiss.

“For luck,” Myrin growled. She stood next to Kira and pulled my chin in her direction. She bit my lip almost hard enough to draw blood, then softened her lips against mine.

“I don’t need luck,” I said with a wink. “I’ve got physics on my side.”

You mean you’ve got me on your side.

“Same thing,” I muttered, then pulled my armor back over my head and raised my voice so the others could hear me. “Keep your distance while I’m climbing. Be a shame if I took a spill and one of you got splattered. And, Kira, you’re going to want to film this. Trust me.”

“Be careful,” Kira chided me, but I noticed she did send one of her drones up to keep an eye on me. “I want you back in one piece.”

“Fortunately for you, I also want to come back in one piece,” I said. “This shouldn’t take long.”

I sense a great concentration of souls within that decrepit mound of a mountain. It is difficult for me to ascertain, but they feel disembodied. You should get in there as soon as possible to absorb them.

“What the hell do you mean by disembodied?” I asked as I walked to the shorter spire.

I believe your people would call them spirits. Souls that have left their mortal shells, but have not yet dissipated.

“Are you telling me there are a bunch of ghosts over there?” I asked.

Don’t be foolish, Jay. There are no ghosts. That is a superstition. These disembodied souls are more like shelled oysters. Pale, limp, waiting to be devoured.

“Yeah, yeah,” I said. “I’ll harvest them if I get the chance. Don’t you worry your pretty little head.”

The spires weren’t as smooth as they’d appeared at a distance. Their surfaces were etched with strange symbols that rose in sweeping curves from the ground to their tops. The symbols weren’t deep, but I could make them work.

I concentrated on the tips of my fingers, and their armored tips flattened into curved, spatula hooks.

Very clever.

“Thanks,” I said, and tested my makeshift climbing tools on the spire’s surface.

The tips of my fingers slipped into the groove of a spiral symbol. I pulled down, and they held fast. So far, so good.

I turned the toes of my boots into curved points and started climbing.

The first ten feet were a piece of cake. With my modified finger and toe armor I had no problems finding nooks and crannies to cling to, and my enhanced strength boosted me up the spire like a gecko.

Thirty feet up, I ran into a new challenge. Angry red blisters of magma oozed from the spaces between the symbols. Most were no bigger than my thumb’s tip, but others were the size of my fist. They clung to the spire like the caps of malignant mushrooms, and they grew larger by the second.

Don’t touch those. I am quite certain they are very hot.

“Thanks so much for the advice,” I grumbled.

I slowed to chart a course around the growing lava blossoms and cursed at the delay. Every second I spent on the spire was dangerous, but I had to take my time. If I stuck my hand into a bunch of lava, I’d be fucked.

I was twenty feet from the top of my spire when everything went to shit.

One of the lava blisters burst and shot a ropy strand of lava past the side of my head. A flash of heat made it through my armor, not enough to injure me, but enough to tell me I’d run out of time.

I sense a great deal of energy building within this spire. Perhaps it is time to move to part two of your plan.

“Thanks for the heads-up,” I said. “I thought I’d hang out until one of these lava zits blasted me, but maybe you’re right.”

Being anxious makes you an asshole, Jay. Don’t be an asshole.

“Easy for you to say,” I said. “You’re not the one sticking your dick into a volcano.”

You humans try to breed with everything.

“Figure of speech,” I growled. I’d found a path that looked least likely to kill me and scrambled up as fast as I dared.

Another spurt of lava shot under my arm as I climbed, and I had to swing out and away from the spire using only one hand to reach the next safe spot. For a moment, I hung over empty space with one hand and both feet swinging in the wind.

I couldn’t fuck around looking for handholds. I needed to make my own. It was time for my soul blades.

The stone was tough, but not tough enough to stop my armor from doing its job. The tips of my soul blades dug into the ancient basalt just far enough to hold my weight. The spire cracked and splintered as I climbed higher, and lava oozed from the wounds I opened in its surface.

A tremor ran through the earth and shook the spire so hard my blades missed their mark. I cursed and stabbed again before my lone handhold could crack apart and send me crashing to the earth.

I believe something does not want you to complete your climb. It’s being an asshole, Jay.

“No shit,” I growled and hooked my fingertips over the spire’s fractured top. I peered over the edge, praying I wouldn’t come face to face with an exploding lava mushroom. When I didn’t get blinded by a flash of white-hot heat, I dragged myself up over the edge of the spire and onto my feet.

“Fuck you!” I shouted at the mountain and pumped my fists toward the sky.

You’re only halfway to the portal. Perhaps you should save your celebration until you reach your goal.

“Hanging in there?” Myrin’s voice crackled in my earbud.

“Fine,” I said. “Halfway up, but that was the easy part. Going quiet while I figure out the hard stuff.”

Allow me to do the math. There are only two blisters of the correct size to generate the power needed to launch you. The one I’ve highlighted on your HUD is at the correct angle to direct you toward the spire. I figure you have a fifty percent chance of being roasted alive in the armor I gave you, and another thirty of just falling to your death.

“You aren’t much of a ‘glass is half full’ kind of guy are you, buddy?” I asked.

Can it be full of souls? Then I’d be an optimist. By the way, if someone that cared about me upgraded my AI to the next level, not only would I be better at predicting the odds of you dying, but I’d also be much quicker with the snarky comebacks. Come on. I know you wanna.

“For the love of…” I turned my attention to the dark, swelling mass Seymour had outlined in gold. The spire had fractured at an angle, and the growing lava blister squatted on the interior edge.

“Say the word,” I said and licked my lips as beads of perspiration ran down my face. The lava bulges around me leaked heat into the air on waves of shimmering distortion.

Ten seconds. The lava is covered by a thin skin of basalt hardened by the lower temperatures of the surrounding air. I believe it will support your weight. Put your feet where I’ve highlighted.

“You think it’ll support my weight?” I asked. “What if--”

Now!

I stepped onto the blackened spots of glossy stone highlighted by Seymour and crossed my fingers. My feet didn’t sink, but the heat pouring through my soles tightened my skin against my bones. If this blister didn’t pop its top in the next second, I’d be a barbecued Marine.

The blister reached critical mass and burst like a miniature volcano. The surface I was standing on, a thin sliver of solidified basalt, was flung away from the flood of lava by a blast of searing gases that shot me up and away from the spire.

“What. The. Fuck!” Kira distantly exclaimed as I soared between the spires like a lunatic.

At the height of my arch, I was more than halfway across the gap. I spread my arms and legs wide as I neared my target. I spread my fingers and flexed my knees to increase the area of impact and give me the best chance of finding something to cling to.

A moment later, I hit the other spire.

Hard.

I flattened against its surface and scrabbled for purchase. My toes found a carved groove, and I wedged them into it. That slowed my fall, giving me the precious seconds I needed to find handholds. I was higher on this spire than I had been on the other one, and it was thinner at this altitude. There were still plenty of carvings, and I wedged my fingers into the nearest and prayed their hooked tips would find purchase.

My fall stopped. I’d done it. With a whoop of victory, I started climbing again. I wanted off the spire before another earthquake came along and shook me loose.

“Did you see that?” I shouted. “I mean, seriously. You people better be clapping down there. That was fucking amazing.”

While I do not approve of the risk you took, your clever use of the armor is most impressive. I will be sure to record this for posterity. Perhaps my next Avatar will find it useful after you break your neck.

“I'm really starting to like the new you, Seymour,” I said. “Keep those compliments coming, or I might turn into an asshole again.”

The stone under my left hand crumbled away. My hand swung away, and I had to scramble to find another handhold. I’d climbed another twenty feet when the stone cracked away again and my right hand was suddenly in the wind.

“What the fuck,” I growled.

And then I saw the cracks spreading across the spire’s face like inky spider webs woven by ghosts.

Your impact with the spire has exacerbated the damage caused by the Dominion. The spire’s structural integrity is fatally compromised. You should climb. Faster.

“Fuck,” I shouted, and kept climbing. The top of the spire was still thirty feet away from me, and chunks of rock rained down from the cracks forming along its length.

I extended my blades and drove them into the stone. I dug my toes into any crack I could find as I raced up the spire’s side. I rotated away from the inner curve of the spire to its sloped outer edge. I needed every edge I could get.

My claws tore divots from the stone and my feet skidded and slipped across its surface as the etched symbols cracked and sloughed away from the spire like shed flakes of black dandruff. The glowing portal loomed before me, close, but I didn’t know if it was close enough.

The spire’s slope flattened as I neared the top. The stone was crumbling away as I ran toward the portal, so I pumped my arms and legs as I pushed forward, and prayed I hadn’t just screwed the pooch.

The tip of the spire snapped off and vanished. Fist-sized chunks of stone followed it as the cracks spread through the basalt with terrifying speed. I’d run out of rock.

I threw myself at the portal. My arms and legs windmilled in an attempt to squeeze every last inch of distance out of my jump. I fell.

Into the portal.
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Chapter 8

A wild rush of vertigo sent my sense of balance tumbling through space when I fell through the portal. My stomach surged up into my throat as one world vanished and another appeared. My plunge stopped abruptly, but I felt no impact.

The spires were gone as was the portal. I stood in a long tunnel with walls, floor, and ceiling of gleaming white marble. A red glow reflected off the polished surfaces like a thousand candles. The air smelled faintly of sulfur, but more strongly of a rich, fertile aroma that reminded me of a zoo. It wasn't like the jungle’s wild, explosive scents of life.

It was the smell of animals held too long in cages far too small.

There is something strange here, Avatar.

“No shit,” I muttered. And then, loud enough for the earpiece to pick up and transmit back to the rest of the crew, “Good news, I’m not dead. I'm in some kind of cave.”

“You are in the realm of the Baburuku now,” Syrl said, her voice low and tight with tension. Traces of interference crackled in my earbud, and I couldn’t help but wonder how long it would be before I lost contact with the outside world. “I have no idea what happens next. I thought there would be a guard waiting for you, someone to greet you. Do you see anyone?”

I looked around the place and realized it had been a long time since anyone had guarded this entrance. The smooth floor, though polished to a high sheen, was covered in a faint layer of volcanic dust. The walls were intricately carved and adorned with woven curtains in places that were not polished, and they had been dulled by years of inattention. I looked up and saw myself reflected in the polished basalt ceiling, the one surface not marred by dust.

“No one’s been in this cave for a long time,” I said.

“You should wait,” Myrin suggested. “Maybe you tripped an alarm and someone will be along to collect you.”

“When have I ever waited around for someone to come see why I set off their alarm?” I asked with a chuckle. “Fuck it, I’m going to find someone.”

I detect a great deal of unfettered souls nearby, Jay. Explore. Find them. Harvest them.

“If I get attacked by a pack of ghosts, I’m going to be so pissed,” I grumbled.

As I’ve explained, they aren’t ghosts. They’re souls who haven’t dissipated in the absence of their bodies. Also, they are delicious.

“So you’ve said,” I whispered. I kept my voice low, to avoid broadcasting my conversation with Seymour to everyone because I didn’t like the way it echoed in these enormous halls.

The corridor I found myself in was more than forty feet from where I stood to the ceiling, and easily twice that wide. The poor fucks who had to clean the tops of the walls and the ceiling itself probably hated life. I couldn't imagine climbing up there to do the job

As I walked down the hall, the heat became more intense, and the light grew stronger.

My eyes were naturally drawn to the intricate carvings covering the walls. Someone had done an amazing job of covering every square inch of their surfaces with fantastic scenes. Stylized monkeys, no, baboons? Gorillas? If they were supposed to be simians, the artist had drawn them out of all proportion. Their heads were high above the trees, and they towered over the smaller creatures scurrying beneath them.

Weird.

The hallway ended at an intersection overlooking a massive lava flow. I stopped and looked up at the awesome natural wonder before me. Magma flowed from three gaping holes in a ceiling far, far above me. The molten stone gushed down into a great pit in unbelievable quantities, forming a single colossal pillar of flowing, molten stone that plunged into a seething caldera far below me. The lava down there churned and splattered the basalt walls surrounding it.

My hallway had intersected a balcony overlooking the magma core, creating an amazing vista. The carvings I'd seen in my hallway lined the interior of the volcano as well. They wound around in repeating motifs that dazzled the eye. How would anyone have done such a thing? The heat would have incinerated them if they got so close to the volcano.

It was mesmerizing. Whoever created this place was a genius. I had no idea how they'd pulled it off, but it was certainly something to see.

“You guys should take a look at this,” I said, loud enough for everyone to hear. “I mean really, this is fucking some next level bonkers. The Yogabbagabblers really knocked themselves out in here.”

But, as impressive as it was, there was no point in sticking around to take in the sights. Every minute I spent in here was a minute the Dominion would use to track me down and send some more murder squads to try to kick my ass.

I walked counterclockwise around the volcanic core, following the open balcony in search of someone with some goddamned answers.

A hundred yards along, I found another open passage that led deeper into the mountain. I'd gone another twenty feet, descending every step of the way, and ran into another intersection.

Which was occupied by the biggest fucking monkey I’d ever had the misfortune to run into. I stood stock still and stared at the bright red ass of an enormous baboon who stood twenty feet tall at the shoulder. It was on all fours, staring away from me, but it must've detected my presence a moment after I saw it.

It turned, slowly, dragging its knuckles across the smooth stone. As it did so, I could see it wore thick golden armor on its head and shoulders. A mask covered its eyes and forehead but left the rest of its dog-like muzzle bare. The flesh around its mouth and along the bridge of its nose suddenly flushed red, and it bared its massive incisors

The giant baboon roared and charged at me. Ten yards away from me, it reared up on its hind legs and slapped the palms of its hands against the stone floor with a sound like twin cannon shots.

“Oh,” I said. “Fuck.”

The baboon didn’t move a muscle after it slapped the floor. Its hands were splayed five feet in front of me, and its masked face hovered just above them. The enormous creature huffed and sent a cloud of surprisingly pleasant breath wafting over me. It reminded me of fresh-cut grass with a hint of something sweet underneath.

The giant monkey bared its teeth at me and inched its hand forwards as if to show me the thick bejeweled rings that covered each of its fingers. While its armor and jewelry gleamed, the beast’s nails were dark with dirt and grime.

The enormous creature tilted its head first one way, then the other. Eyes as big as my head glared at me from within the golden helmet. The longer the baboon stared at me, the wider those eyes got.

It reared up on its hind legs and howled a challenge.

And then it fucking charged.

The damned thing covered the space between us so quickly its sweeping hands almost slammed into me before I could make a move of my own.

Almost.

I leaped forward to get inside the sweep of the big baboon’s left arm, which saved me from getting flattened when that enormous hand slammed down onto the space I’d just left.

My attack had put the gigantic fucker off balance, and it took a clumsy swipe at me with its right hand. I sidestepped that attack, and, when the baboon’s hand crashed into the floor, I jumped onto its forearm.

The enormous attacker reared up from its attack, but I’d already raced up his arm and jumped to the ornate golden armor covering his shoulder. The thick metal offered me more than enough handholds to scramble up and around his arm. Before he could attack again, I’d already reached his right shoulder.

“Nice try, asshole,” I snarled, and crouched down. I wanted to be ready when the monkey made its next move.

“You are nothing to the Baburuku. I will pry you out of your armor and crush your bones, pretender,” the baboon howled.

He slammed his left hand down on his shoulder plate. He was faster than I’d expected, but not fast enough to catch me.

I slipped past the attack, and the creature’s meaty fingers hit the armor on either side of me. Before the baboon could pull his hand away, I jumped over his ringed fingers and grabbed the fluted back edge of his golden helm.

The enormous brute roared and threw itself into the wall in a savage attempt to knock me loose. The edge of the baboon’s shoulder armor hammered into the stone so hard it cut a groove through the decorative canvas. Chips of stone flew in every direction and a handful of them bounced off my armor like hailstones.

The impact jarred me so hard my left hand slipped off the edge of the baboon’s epic helm and brutally threw my body to the left. I took advantage of the sudden shift in momentum and let go with my right hand.

The baboon’s helm was impressive, but it didn’t cover all of its sloping skull. The back of its head was naked, and I grabbed two handfuls of coarse black hair there and started climbing before he could take another swipe at me.

I hauled myself up and over the top of the baboon’s helmet before it realized what I’d done. It sniffed the air, confused about where its prey had gone, and then it pounded its chest in frustration.

I slid down the slope of its helmet and landed in the hollow of its right eye. I braced my feet against the golden helmet’s curves and grabbed a bunch of its eyelashes with my left hand.

“Surprise, motherfucker,” I shouted and popped my soul blades. The monstrous pupil dilated and reflected my weapon. “You want to knock off this pissing contest before I slice your eye out of your skull?”

Let us see if this one has a soul. Claw your way through its eye and into its brain. There is no way it can stop you before you kill it.

There was a chance Seymour’s plan might work, but it was a bad long-term play for me. I’d come here looking for help, not to rack up a body count.

“You have defiled the Halls of Blood with your presence, pretender,” the baboon snarled. Its words rumbled through my body and I felt them as much as heard them. “But you are too late. There is nothing left for you to take from the Baburuku.”

“I don’t know who you think I am,” I said, “or what you think I’m here to do. You’re the one who started this fight. I came looking for help from the Baburuku, and I’m not leaving until I get it.”

A low rumbling shook the baboon’s cheeks and vibrated in my chest like I was standing too close to a bass speaker at a rock concert.

The fucker was laughing.

“First you come into our home pretending to be something you are not, and now you have the audacity to beg for our help?” The Baburuku shook its head, and I held on tight to avoid being tossed loose from my perch.

“I’m not begging for shit,” I said. “And before you get all bitchy with me, remember who’s holding a big set of knives to your eyeball. Syrl sent me here to see—”

“You know Syrl?” The Baburuku’s pupil narrowed as it tried to focus on me. “Perhaps you are more than just a pretender.”

“I’m a lot more than you know,” I growled, and moved my soul blades back from his eyeball. “Truce? I’ll put the knives away if you promise to stop trying to swat me like a fly and hear me out.”

The beast considered my offer for a moment before giving me a slow nod.

“You have proven yourself stronger than you have any right to be,” the creature said. “You have my word I will not try to kill you if you sheathe your blades.”

“All right, then,” I said and retracted my soul blades. I also stepped off his helmet and onto his shoulder. “As I was saying, Syrl sent me here to see if you’d lend us a hand dealing with the Dominion.”

“Perhaps, but first, there is something I would show you,” the Baburuku said. “Stay on my shoulder, it will be faster.”

The Baburuku swung around and headed down the hallway without trying to kill me, which was a definite improvement.

The big baboon stopped at an intersection, and the branching hallways went as far to the left and right as I could see. Some trick of construction carried the light from the lava core into the polished hallway and made the engraved walls flow with ruddy currents of light.

“See anything familiar?” The Baburuku asked and gestured toward the walls on either side of us. He tapped the nails of one hand against the smooth stone floor as if ticking off the seconds.

The carvings on the walls were mostly more baboons. Their size made sense now as did the tiny humanoid figures fleeing from them in every panel. Well, every panel but those at the very end of the hall.

I don’t think there is anything to be gained by looking at these primate scribbles, Avatar. Tell the monkey to move along.

Seymour’s eagerness to ignore the carvings was all the reason I needed to take a long, hard look at my surroundings.

“Keep moving,” I told the Baburuku. “I don’t have a lot of time fucking around in here.”

“You have more time than you think,” the Baburuku said, “but I am eager to see you get what you deserve.”

The giant baboon started moving again, but he did me a solid by walking near enough to the walls for me to check them out.

On the next set of panels, I could make out a short story illustrated on the carved walls. In the first carved panel, the big monkeys were living the life. They crashed through the jungles like freight trains, fucking and fighting, eating anything or anyone too stupid to get out of their way. But their paradise was primitive—they had no armor, no weapons, no fancy jewelry. They were just big goddamned baboons.

But in the next few panels, something changed. The people were no longer running from the monkeys but toward some sort of idol. It towered above the jungle like an enormous arrowhead with its point buried in the broken crown of a mountain.

A larger panel showed the baboons cowering from the idol the humans had gathered around. There was something familiar about not just the shape, but the design of that arrowhead.

Its surface looked smooth from a distance, but up close I saw an intricate pattern of grooves running across the entire thing. What did this remind me of?

Oh, yeah.

Fucking Seymour.

The rest of the panels showed the monkeys eventually bending their knee to the idol though the humans who’d sought safety near it didn’t fare so well. They all ended up dead as doornails, their little bodies scattered around the base of the mountain like felled saplings. All this picture was missing was a bunch of little souls floating out of the dead folks to be gobbled up by the idol.

“Holy fuck,” I muttered, and hoped it was low enough the Baburuku wouldn’t hear me, “is this you? Because this looks a lot like you.”

I assure you I have never been to this isolated mudball before. This is clearly the creation myth of the monkey men. It’s a work of fiction. What is it your people are so fond of saying about works of fiction? Oh, yes: Names, characters, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

The last panel depicted the idol rising above the mountain, rays emitting from its base as it soared toward a starry sky. The baboons were now dressed up in fancy armor and wielding exotic weapons. Looks like the idol had been really, really good to the Baburuku.

“If that’s not you,” I whispered, “then it’s someone who looks a whole fuck of a lot like you, Seymour. Is this your dad?”

Don’t be ridiculous. I have no family.

“Then you aren’t anywhere near as unique as you wanted me to believe,” I whispered. I’d had a hard enough time dealing with the idea that there was one Seymour. The realization there were more of his kind out there harvesting souls did not sit well with me. Especially because that realization came with another one I liked even less. “And that means there are other Avatars like me out there.”

That would be an accurate assumption. Though it should warm your heart to know I destroyed most of the others before I reached Earth. I vow to discuss this with you at some later point when we don’t have to worry about a giant monkey eavesdropping on our conversation. Focus on the task at hand, Jay. Do not be distracted by extraneous information.

I wanted to grill Seymour for details but, as much as it pissed me off, he was right. Whatever the Baburuku had in store for me was likely going to require all my brainpower. I’d get to the bottom of this once I’d gotten everyone safely off Koroshi.

The Baburuku walked through a maze of tunnels surrounding the central lava core of the mountain. There were too many side passages and chambers to count, but it was obvious this had once been a massive and thriving subterranean city filled with Baburku.

“Where are the rest of the Baburuku?” I asked.

“Dead or sleeping,” the Baburuku said. “The Interlopers took everything we had. They polluted the Blood of the World and stole the secrets of the Lifespark from us,” the obsidian Baburuku growled. “Their treachery has reduced us to a mere shadow of our former strength. Those who still live are waiting for a sign to rouse them from their slumber.”

It was all coming together in my head. These poor bastards had been the Koroshi’s only advanced civilization before the Dominion showed up. They had some sort of technology that kept them safe, and the Dominion swiped it out from under them and used it to create Syrl and the rest of the monsters. Whatever the Dominion had taken, its loss put the Baburuku on a downward spiral and it looked like they were never going to pull out of it.

It all sucked, but I hated to see people lounging around in a terminal pity party. These giant motherfuckers were going to help me if I had to drag them out of this temple, or whatever it was, by their ball sacks.

“That’s it then?” I asked. My guide half-turned to face me and shook his head slightly, as if warning me to shut the fuck up. It was probably solid advice if I wanted to avoid a fight, but I was more concerned with saving the goddamned galaxy than playing nice with these baboons. “The Dominion took your toys, so you’re going to throw in the towel?”

The Baburuku growled and shook his head so I had to hang on with both hands to avoid being tossed off my perch.

“You do not understand the damage done to us,” it snarled at me, revealing a mouthful of yellowed fangs. “The Interlopers tainted our world and doomed us. The last of us will not emerge from these halls again until the time is right.”

“And when will that be?” I asked, pissed I’d wasted my time coming to talk to these big monkeys.

The Baburuku stopped before a pair of massive obsidian doors and pressed his hands against them. The doors swung wide to reveal a massive chamber lit by pillars of lava that flowed through smooth channels carved into the walls.

The chamber was empty, save for four Baburuku clad in golden armor and dripping with heavy jewelry. They crouched on the far end of the room, each pair of them flanking an archway punched through the center of the far wall.

The dark opening they flanked was clearly a passage of some kind though I couldn’t see into its shadowed depths to tell what was back there. What I did see were the figures etched into the stone on either side of that opening.

It was me.

Armored figures that looked exactly like me stood with their hands raised. Each of the figures held a wide bowl which they were tilting forward. Something poured out of the bowl and onto the head of a kneeling Baburuku.

How crude. You should be pleased your armor is so much more refined than these primitive designs.

“I just thought of something,” I whispered. “You keep talking about finding a new Avatar, but maybe I need to find a new AI partner. One that won’t keep so many fucking secrets and maybe has a sexy female phone operator voice.”

Don’t be an asshole, Jay. It was for your own safety. The less you know, the less likely you are to attract the wrong sort of attention. But, as I have said, I will reveal as much as I can to you when we have finished our work here.

The Baburuku entered the chamber and crossed it with long, slow strides. As we neared the other Baburuku, I saw their eyes were closed behind the empty sockets of their helms. They remained motionless, even when the Baburuku I was riding bowed so low his chin was touching the floor.

“These are the sleepers,” the Baburuku explained. “They slumber, but they will rise to aid Koroshi’s true heir.”

“And how do I prove that’s me?” I asked.

“Walk the path of the Reaper,” the Baburuku said. He rose to a crouch and pointed at the darkened archway behind me.

Now we’re getting somewhere. The unfettered souls lie somewhere beyond the archway. I sense a grand harvest in our future, Avatar.

“That’s it?” I asked. “I take a hike into your spooky sex dungeon, beat the shit out of whatever big bad guy you’re holding in there, and you and your buddies will help us kick the fuck out of the Dominion?”

“You may still turn back. Return to Syrl. Fight the Interlopers with honor.” The Baburuku sighed. “In my lifetime, a hundred of our greatest warriors strode the Path of the Reaper. The morning after each attempt we found their bones broken and scattered across this room. They were the greatest our people had to offer, and they all failed.”

I considered the Baburuku’s warning and weighed it against everything else that was at stake. If I turned away now and returned to Syrl and the twins, we’d be no worse off than we had been when I started out on this trek.

But we’d be no better off, either. We’d be going up against the Dominion with a handful of warriors and no real idea of how we were going to crack open their defenses.

“Yeah, well,” I growled, “I’ve got a newsflash for you, I’m not going to leave here without what I came for. Hold my beer, buddy. I’ve got this.”

The twin carvings watched me as I approached the passage they guarded. It was eerie to see myself reflected in these ancient engravings.

What was past this archway that had killed so many of these giant baboons?

“Let’s find out,” I said, and entered the shadowed passage.
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Chapter 9

The instant I stepped over the passageway’s threshold, everything changed. The polished stone panels and their engravings were replaced with oily walls fashioned from layers of corrugated metal cables. The musky scent in the air changed, too, transforming into the chemical sting of hot grease.

“Whoever built this may not have been one of your relatives,” I said, “but all the Death Ships clearly rolled off the same assembly line.”

Death Ships?

“That’s as good a name as any for what you are, right?” I asked.

That is a mite crude, but I approve of the economy and accuracy of the term. Very well. The Death Ships were all constructed by the same force. But no two of us are exactly alike. We differ greatly in both purpose and temperament. For example, I am much more intelligent, charming, and handsome than all the others.

“Yeah, buddy,” I chuckled. “I’m having a bit of a hard time believing that you are more charming.”

Jay, your insults hurt my sensitive pride. You know my ego bruises easily. Do you really want me to cry?

“Now you’re being the asshole.”

I have feelings, Jay. For example, I feel like murdering everyone.

“Even the other Death Ships?” I asked. “You should send out an email or a Facebook blast or something. Get the old gang together. It’ll be just like old times. We can talk about all the souls that we’ve harvested. It’ll be fun.”

That would be inadvisable. When two Death Ships meet, only one of them survives. We do not work or play well with others, Avatar.

“Shocking,” I grumbled.

A faint hiss drew my attention to the archway I’d entered, and I looked over my shoulder. The wall had sealed behind me; if I wanted out of here, I needed to trudge ahead.

The passage sloped up at a steep angle, but the walk didn’t drain my strength. Instead, I felt more invigorated with every step I took. It was as if the motion of walking was stoking an internal fire, building my reserves of energy higher and higher. My skin tingled with power and my thoughts fizzed like a shaken bottle of Coke.

I really missed Coke. And Dr. Pepper. Fuck, I would’ve even settled for a shitty diet version of a soda. It’d been ages since I’d had anything even remotely like good old Coca-Cola. Maybe I could start a side hustle, go into the carbonated beverage business when this whole mess on Koroshi was over. Aliens would eat that shit up. Or drink it, I guess. I could be rich.

And I could use all that money to buy bigger weapons, hire more mercenaries. Shit, I was dumb for not thinking of this earlier. I’d be a regular merchant of death, transforming the galaxy’s unquenchable thirst for delicious sugary fizzy water into guns and ships to throw at the Dominion. I had to tell Kira about this plan. She’d flip her shit.

Focus, Avatar. Something in this place is interfering with the abilities granted to you by the Soulforge.

I blinked hard and shook my head. Seymour was right. I felt like I’d downed a few gallons of hyper-caffeinated coffee on an empty stomach. My thoughts raced, and my heart pounded in my chest like I’d just run a marathon. I took a deep breath, exhaled, and focused on the task at hand.

“I don’t feel bad,” I said to Seymour. “I feel, I don’t know. Supercharged.”

This is a new phenomenon for me. As I said, all the Death Ships have different abilities and gifts. In addition to this effect, the structure you are now inside blocks most forms of energy transmission.

“No one out there can reach me?” I asked. Kira and Myrin would start freaking out any minute if that was the case. We hadn’t been in close contact since I’d entered the halls of the Baburuku, but if I didn’t report in soon, they were not going to be pleased. “Can you reach out to them?”

You want me to touch their minds? That seems dangerously intimate. And it could be painful. The connection I share with you is not transferable.

“I didn’t ask you to put your brain inside theirs,” I said, as I reached the first landing of the sloping corridor and took a hard right turn to continue the climb. “Can’t you radio them?”

Perhaps. One moment.

It was a fuck of a lot longer than one moment before Seymour got back to me. Or at least it felt like it was much longer; my sense of time was getting screwy as I power walked my way up the incline. I felt faster, stronger, more invulnerable than ever.

On the other hand, I could taste blood at the back of my mouth and the air smelled like rotting flesh, so this wasn’t all awesome.

I was able to reach out to the females, but I am not sure they were reassured by what I had to say.

“What did you fucking tell them?” I asked as I rounded the tenth revolution in the big winding ramp.

That you had moved on from the reality they knew and were on your way to walk the Path of the Reaper.

“Goddamnit,” I said. “Why would you say that?”

It is the truth. You are in a different reality than you were before you passed the shadowed archway into this realm. This is why you can’t send or receive communications. The message I conveyed did not seem unreasonable.

“They’re going to think I’m dead, you asshole,” I grumbled. “Next time, just transmit exactly what I tell you.”

Do not excite yourself overmuch, Avatar. Your temperature is elevated and your blood pressure seems quite high compared to your average baseline. Also, there will probably not be a next time, as I am no longer able to communicate adequately with my physical form.

We rounded another corner, and I saw the last three revolutions ahead of me. I’d been moving faster than expected, but I felt like I was only walking at half speed. It would have been awesome if everything Seymour told me wasn’t bad news.

“What, exactly, does that mean?” I asked.

It means that maintaining contact with you across transdimensional space requires a great deal of my energy. If I redirect any of the energy to communicate with your pack of females, I may be unable to re-establish contact with you. If that were to happen, I would no longer be able to guide you or warn you when you were being too much of an asshole.

Another flight and the last landing was in sight. I surged ahead and took the final ramp in one long, almost jumping, stride. The ramp led up to a wide hallway that was tall enough to allow a Baburuku to walk down standing upright. The walls were made of the same corrugated tubing, and the air smelled like burning tar.

“One step at a time,” I said, words tripping over one another. Faint green glimmers passed through the gaps in the tubing around me and reflected in the surface of my armor.

My steps carried me down the passage in the blink of an eye, the glow on my armor getting brighter with every step. I wasn’t running, but I moved so quickly I could have outpaced any human runner. This place was pumping me so full of go-go juice I thought I’d come apart at the seams if I put everything into it.

Your armor is harnessing ambient soul energy and translating it into physical power. The source of the unfettered souls must be very close now.

“Any idea what happens when I can’t take any more of the soul energy pouring into me?” I asked. A little voice way back in my head told me I should be worried about the effect this supercharger had on my body, but I couldn’t find it in me to give a shit. I was on top of the world, ready to kick ass, take names, and fuck up anyone stupid enough to get in my way.

This phenomenon is like nothing I’ve experienced before, Avatar. I believe it is a combination of the soul harvesting power of a Death Ship combined with some alien energy of Koroshi. I am as curious to discover its source as you are.

“Sure,” I said. “I guess we’re going to find out.”

The hallway ended in an enormous white stone room. It was square, with shafts of colored light pouring through glowing openings in the ceiling. I held my ground in the hallway, searching the room for any important clues as to what was in store for me.

I’d played enough video games in my life to recognize a boss fight when I saw one.

There were five colors of light streaming out of the ceiling: green, red, blue, black, and yellow. The floor was divided into a grid of square tiles, nine wide by nine long, and each tile was forty feet on a side. A quick count told me there were four red beams of light, forming a diagonal line across the room, with one-tile gaps between the beams. Four blue lights mirrored the red beams, forming a broken X across the room.

I recommend not stepping into the lights. I sense a great deal of restrained energy in this area. The good news is I have almost pinpointed the location of the unfettered souls. They are very near. This harvest will be a glorious feast!

“I wasn’t planning on stepping into the light,” I said. “But I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do here, either.”

The tile in the room’s center was marked by the yellow light pouring from the ceiling. That was the only yellow beam, and something about it bugged the shit out of me. Why was it the only color lighting up a single square?

The green and black lights were positioned one tile away from the center light, at reverse diagonals to the red and blue lights. There were only two of each green and black, but their locations prevented me from taking a straight line across the room.

“All right,” I said, talking myself through the challenge ahead of me. “The lights are traps, obviously. I’ll stick to the unlit white tiles and see what happens, I guess.”

Be careful.

“Awww,” I said. “Sounds like you actually care about me.”

Jay, I know I call you an asshole all the time, but you are my one and only friend. I don’t want to lose you.

“Wait,” I said as my feet stumbled over each other. “For real?”

Of course, I can’t harvest all these souls myself. I need a minion. Preferably one that can fight and is an asshole. So don’t fuck this up and die.

“I guess that’s your way of saying you love me,” I chuckled.

Love isn’t a strong enough emotion. The feeling I get when you give me souls is probably akin to what the purple-haired women get when you pleasure them with your penis. The souls you give me are like your cu--

“Oh, my fucking god, Seymour. Fucking gross.”

All I’m saying is that I don’t want you to die. Can you “feel me?”

“No, and stop it,” I gagged and brought my thoughts back in line. “Worry about it later.” The energy surging through my body made me feel like a physical powerhouse, but it wasn’t doing my brain any favors. Every thought felt like it was going to jump the tracks without warning. “Focus.”

The layout of the lights blocked a straight path across the room, but there were plenty of unlit white tiles I could use to cross the room. The problem was, I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do when I got out onto the floor. No doors led out of the room, and no passages opened in its walls other than the one I’d entered through. What the fuck was I supposed to do here?

“All right, God of the Yabadabbadoodlers,” I said, cracking my knuckles and stretching my legs. “Let’s see what you’ve got up your sleeve.”

Without further ado, I stepped out of the hallway and onto the first white tile.

A stone wall slammed down behind me hard enough to bounce me an inch off the ground. The echoes of its collision with the floor echoed through the chamber, and a glance back showed me the room was now sealed tight as a tomb.

Perfect.

The sound of stones grinding against one another filled the chamber as a panel directly across the room from my position slid up into the ceiling. The small chamber beyond the new opening held a massive crystal cylinder, which in turn held an enormous simian skeleton.

That is where the unfettered souls wait. Cross the room and claim the harvest for us!

“Sure,” I said and went straight ahead to the next unlit tile. “It’ll be a piece of cake. Just a giant creepy monkey skeleton, nothing to worry about.”

A black light blocked the path ahead of me, so I turned forty-five degrees to my left and moved to the unlit tile on the diagonal. As I reached the third tile, an evil red glow descended from the ceiling above the giant collection of monkey bones under glass.

By the time I’d avoided a blue-lit tile ahead of me to move to the next unlit white tile on my diagonal path, the red glow had revealed itself to be a steady flow of lava that gushed from a crystalline tube in the ceiling. The seething magma poured over the gigantic baboon bones, and an anguished scream erupted from the skeleton. The stink of moist rot oozed through the room as if someone had just popped open a long-buried coffin.

That is the source of the unfettered souls, Avatar. Destroy it!

“Fucking awesome,” I growled.

The sounds of grinding stone hadn’t stopped, but it seemed louder behind me. I took a quick survey of the room and saw the tiles I had stepped on were no longer white but deep gray. They also were no longer tiles, but pillars. Each of the tiles rose at a steady pace toward the ceiling. The first tile I’d stepped on was more than halfway there.

“This just keeps getting better,” I said, and the tile beneath my feet rumbled and began to rise.

The monkey bones were completely submerged in magma, but they weren’t hidden from view. I caught glimpses of the yellowed skeleton’s arms and legs as they pushed through the magma to smash into the crystal chamber holding it. Somehow, that big fucker managed to move under all that glowing lava, and it looked pissed as hell.

The monstrous critter was obviously going to bust out of its fiery prison, soon. Something told me it would want to tussle when it did, and I needed a plan if I wanted to survive.

The tile ahead of me glowed green, so I jumped down from the tile rising beneath me to land on the next white tile in my diagonal path. My new tile was exactly halfway across the room. If I turned forty-five degrees to my right and ran across three more white tiles, then turned to my left and moved onto that tile, I’d be standing right in front of the giant jar of monkey bones and fiery death.

I’d been faster than the Baburuku who’d brought me to this place, but he’d been half the size of the skeleton in the jar and he also hadn’t been on fire. I didn’t think a frontal assault on this asshole would work out in my favor.

A tremendous thump rang out from inside the crystal jar, and a terrifying series of snapping noises followed it. A long, thin crack ran up the length of the jar as the crystal weakened under the blows it sustained. The stark white fault line forked off in three directions, and those cracks gave birth to even more fractures as they ran around the jar.

As the tile beneath me began to rise, I turned diagonally to the left and moved around the green-lit square on that side. It took me one square closer to the jar of glowing magma and its angry occupant, but that was all right. A plan had started to take form.

The first tile I’d stood on had reached the ceiling, and the second tile was almost there, too. The third and fourth tiles were rising at a steady pace and would reach the ceiling in a few more seconds, and the fifth was halfway there. The square pillars of stone kept me from going back to the entrance, but the big baboon wouldn’t be able to reach that side of the room, either.

The skeleton’s fist slammed into the front of the jar hard enough to leave a spiderweb of fractures in its surface. The crystal bulged out from the point of impact, and tiny beads of lava oozed through the thin cracks on the jar’s face.

The tile I stood on began to rise, but I held my ground. Once I stepped on a white tile, it took about three seconds before it started rising. And it took about fifteen seconds before it reached the ceiling and became an immovable barrier. It was like a slow-motion version of the light cycle races from an old Tron game I’d played at the bowling alley when I was a kid. If I did everything just right, I might be able to trap the big fucker before he could pulverize me.

The monster’s fists slammed against the crystalline prison again and again. I expected a flood of lava to burst free at any moment, but that isn’t what happened.

As the giant baboon’s fists pounded against its prison, the level of the lava in the jar dropped. Inch by inch, the viscous, glowing red magma lowered to reveal something that did not look at all like a skeleton.

The gargantuan baboon’s head emerged from the lava like a glossy black shark’s fin slicing through the water. Threads of fire ran down the creature’s face and outlined the contours of its skull as if the skeleton was trying to push up through the beast’s skin. With an ear-shattering roar, the creature raised both fists, now encased in the same glossy black flesh as its head and slammed them against the glass.

Then the crystal broke into a thousand pieces that scattered across the white tiles like scattered leaves.

The enormous creature howled again and its voice hammered against the walls of the chamber until I thought I’d gone deaf. The magma and bones were gone, and in their place was a demonic giant.

Someone has put all those unfettered souls to good use, Avatar. Imagine the glorious tale today’s trials will make for your successor.

“You’re a laugh riot,” I said, and put my plan into action.

The rising platform was only a few feet off the ground, and I scurried over to its edge and dropped off onto the next diagonal tile. The instant it started to rise, I turned back to my previous tile and jumped up to grab its edge.

The big baboon hurtled out of the ruins of its shattered prison and barreled across the white stone floor. The whole room shook as the titanic creature’s weight pounded against the tiles, and the beast left sizzling threads of fire in its wake. The beast’s glossy skin glowed with an inner power, and the surrounding air shimmered in the waves of heat that rose from its skin.

I ran like hell to my left as the baboon pounded across the raised tile I stood upon like a runaway freight train. My path took me to the corner nearest my first step into this chamber, and I leaped off it to land hard on a white square sandwiched between a red and blue tile, the yellow tile in the center of the chamber, and a green tile off to the right. I charged along my diagonal path and crossed two more white tiles to reach the tile kitty-corner to the second tile I’d stepped on when I’d entered the room.

The baboon didn’t try to avoid the tiles lit up with different colors. It charged straight at me and rushed through the green and yellow tiles in the center of the chamber as it tried to get its big paws on me. It took a swipe at me, but I dodged back from its clawed mitt. It wasn’t time to move, not yet.

The baboon was fast and big, but it hadn’t anticipated just how fast I could be. As the beast lumbered into the red square directly in front of me, I backpedaled to give myself some more distance. The beast slashed at me with claws that dripped lava, but its second attack missed me by a hair's breadth.

Just in time, the tile I stood on began to rise toward the ceiling. It was time to move.

I darted past the obsidian baboon and stopped in the center of the next white tile. My path formed a V around the center of the chamber, something the gigantic Baburuku monstrosity didn’t seem to have noticed, so it lumbered onto a black tile to slam its fist down at my face. If I’d been any slower, that shot would have crushed me like an aluminum can.

Fortunately, I was not slow by any stretch of the imagination.

While I do admire your drive to harvest its soul, I hope you know what you’re doing, and this plan of yours pays off. If it doesn’t, you’ll be trapped in very close quarters with an enraged baboon.

“We’ll find out together,” I growled, and dodged a sweeping blow from the baboon’s left arm. As I vaulted over its curled fingers, I slashed at it with the blades on my left arm.

The soul blades carved narrow grooves in the beast’s flesh, and it roared in protest. It whipped its arm away from me as I dove past it and glowing droplets of fiery blood splattered onto the tiles near me.

I skidded across the floor on my belly and landed in the next square. The baboon, infuriated by my attack, leaped after me. It roared as it plummeted toward me like a falling asteroid, and my body reacted to the attack on pure survival instinct.

I rolled and kicked up onto my feet, just ahead of the Baburuku’s enormous feet. They slammed down behind me just as the tile I was standing on began to rise. Their impact shook the floor so much I nearly lost my balance, but that was all right. I was still alive and moving. The rest I could figure out on the fly.

I charged onto the last tile I needed to complete the first phase of my plan and spun around to face the charging baboon. I needed the big dumb fuck to focus on me for a few seconds and prayed it wouldn’t figure out what I was up to before it was too late.

It slashed at me with its left hand, then its right. I dodged back from each attack, then slashed at the passing hand with my blades. In the blink of an eye, the backs of both the Baburuku’s hands were flayed open by my soul blades, and it raised them high overhead as it roared.

The tile the baboon and I were standing on began to rise toward the ceiling and carried us both with it. It was good to know the floor was triggered by me, and it would go off whether the baboon was standing on the same tile or not.

“Hey, you big ugly ape,” I shouted as I dove away from another stomping attack. I whipped out my assault rifle and drilled a burst into the creature’s leg as I backed toward the center of the room. Glowing orange blood oozed from the bullet wounds, but the gun didn’t have enough oomph to inflict any real damage. The baboon lumbered after me and into a green-lit square as it tried to scoop me up into a fatal monkey hug.

I stood on a white tile just past the center of the room. The yellow-lit tile was at my back, and the green-lit tile with the monkey standing on it was in front of me. And around both of us, the rising walls had formed a diamond-shaped cage.

“Come on,” I shouted again and stitched a line of bloody holes across the massive beast’s chest with my assault rifle. My cage had robbed the monster of its longer reach; trapped in the cage with me meant its long arms were pointless. Sure, it was bigger than me, but I was faster and a hard target to hit.

So far, the plan was working just fine.

It was time to put part two into motion. For that, I’d have to take a big risk.

“I’m right here,” I shouted. “Come and fucking get me.”

The baboon reared up and raised both of its bloodied fists above its head. It howled its rage at me and slammed both hands down so hard the white stone tile I stood on cracked like a pane of glass hit by a rock.

I’d already leaped back the instant before the beast committed to the attack. Its blow had fallen a few feet short of my position at the edge of the white tile, and now it needed a few moments to recover and get its enormous paws off the ground.

Time I had no intention of giving it.

Before the beast could stand up again, I leapt forward and ran up its forearm. I’d reached its elbow before it recovered, and by the time it had its wits about it enough to swat at me with its other hand, I’d reached its shoulder.

The overgrown Baburuku reared up and unleashed a furious howl. It pounded its shoulder with its fist, but I leaped away from the attack and landed on the beast’s furry back. I grabbed hold of the thick, wiry strands of fur between and below its shoulders, and braced my feet against the creature’s spine as it slapped at me ineffectually.

With a roar of my own, I took aim at the space between the knobs of its spine in front of my face and drew back my arm. I couldn’t kill it with a single stab, but maybe I could fuck up its spinal cord enough to slow it down.

Jay…

“Not now!” I shouted and pistoned my arm forward.

The green light flashed around me and a small jungle’s worth of twitching vines fell out of the ceiling above me. One snatched at my plunging arm and threw off my attack. Another looped around my leg and tried to yank me off the Baburuku’s back, and yet another slithered around my waist.

I wanted to warn you about the vines, Jay…

“Goddamnit,” I shouted, frustrated by my thwarted attack. The baboon swung at me again, and his knuckles caught me across the chest. The blow didn’t hurt, but the impact knocked my grip loose and sent me tumbling back into the vines.

The baboon whirled to face me and swiped at the air with both arms. He clipped me again and knocked me loose from two vines that had tried to close around my neck. I swiped at other vines as they tried to close around me and then reached out to snatch another vine to stop my plummet toward the stone tiles.

I swung on the vine, even as it tried to curl around me, and used my momentum to move back toward the ape. As my swing carried me past the beast’s glossy shoulder, I loosened my grip and slid down the length of the vine like Tarzan.

My swing carried me into the side of the big monkey’s neck. It flailed wildly at me, confused by my tricky ways and the tangle of vines that kept trying to grab hold of me. Before I could be stopped, I ran around the back of the baboon’s head, dropped off his opposite shoulder, and sprinted across his chest.

The baboon slammed his hands onto his chest, but I’d already completed my circuit around his head. The vine tightened in an attempt to crush me, but I slid out of its grip and clambered up the side of the baboon’s head.

It swatted at me again, but it was already getting clumsy. The vine I’d wrapped around it squeezed the baboon’s throat like a garotte. The great creature tried to roar but couldn’t get out more than a croak. It clawed at its head to try to rip me free, but I nimbly sidestepped its grasping fingers and it tore away only strips of its own flesh.

“No,” it gasped, “I will not fall to your hands, Reaper! Not again!”

It surprised me a bit that the thing could talk, but then again, I’d just spent half an hour riding on the shoulders of a giant talking baboon-alien, and I had a talking asshole spaceship for a ride, so I got over it quickly, and focused on trying to get out of the vines.

The beast tried to stagger away from me, but it only slammed into the cage of pillars I’d surrounded it with. The traps meant to bring me down had instead worked in my favor.

I slashed my way through more vines that tried to grab hold of me and ran down the bridge of the baboon’s nose. It wheezed and sank to its knees as the last of its air burned away in the heat of its rage. The threads of fire on its face faded and hardened into black scars as its life flickered.

Do not let it die! Harvest its souls.

The great beast raised its head to the green light bathing us both as it sensed the end of its life. I dropped off its nose onto the slope of its cheek and stood before its vast eye.

“You have fought well, Reaper,” it groaned, and I felt as much as heard the words. “But your war is far from over.”

“And yours has ended,” I shouted, and plunged both sets of soul blades deep into the creature’s eye.

The souls are near Avatar. Harvest them!

A roar forced its way past my lips. I slammed my fists forward, one after another, piercing the vault of the great ape’s brain. The wall of brittle bone behind its eye shattered, then crumbled, revealing the pulsing, bloody contours of its brain.

The wall of tissue separated before me, carved apart as easy as a slice of the most tender Wagyu ribeye. My blades reduced the creature’s gray matter to tattered shreds as I burrowed deeper and deeper into its skull.

The Baburuku howled, and I roared. Our voices melded together as I stole its life and it faded away.

I turned and suddenly saw I was no longer standing in the punctured skull of a giant baboon. Instead, I emerged from the shadowed passageway into the temple of the Baburuku.

The Baburuku who’d led me to the Path of the Reaper no longer wore his mask or golden armor. He’d stacked them on the floor with all but one of his jeweled rings piled atop them. He had kneeled on the floor before the archway and his face touched the stone tiles.

He raised his head at the sound of my boot heels clicking across the stones. With his mask gone, I saw deep scars across his forehead and around his eyes. This giant fucker had seen some shit in his day.

“You have unmade our world and freed us from our bondage,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “You have returned us to the time before the dark wisdom and we know our obligation to you.”

The Baburuku extended his hand to me and placed his palms flat on the floor. He wore one ring on his index finger, a plain band of steel that held an emerald gemstone the size of my head.

“Take the Stone of the Harvest,” the Baburuku said. “Become one with it. Your request will be granted. Return to your people. At dawn on the third day after you are reunited with them, we will tear down the Interlopers’ great wall. Together we will destroy those who have tainted Koroshi’s gifts with their vile presence and wicked science.”

This is the source of the unfettered souls. Take it, Avatar. Consume it!

My hands shook as I reached out to grasp the stone. When they were inches away, they snapped to it like magnets drawn to their opposite. The stone felt as if it belonged in my hands, and I felt like I’d waited my entire life to feel this.

The stone lifted easily from the ring, and I raised it above me. Then I tilted my head back, open my mouth, and the ring’s viridian light poured into me.

Seymour unleashed a cry that tore my thoughts to ribbons. Power gushed into me in an uncontrolled flood. My muscles spasmed and my consciousness fled, unable to comprehend the harvest.
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Chapter 10

My soul counter spiraled up to one hundred and fifty before exploding in a burst of green sparks that shot across the blackness behind my eyes. What the hell had I just dumped down my throat?

Souls. The unfettered souls I had sensed. So many souls.

I couldn’t move, I couldn’t see, I couldn’t even breathe. But I felt every inch of my body. My muscles were filled to bursting with an unearthly vitality, and my blood vessels strained to contain the sudden flood of new strength that pumped through them. I was more alive than I’d ever been, but I’d never felt closer to death.

You’re panicking. Calm yourself. This will all be over soon. Your armor is adapting its storage to accommodate the sudden influx of souls into your system. It was not designed for such an extreme burst of energy.

Awesome. My fancy soul-eating armor wasn’t up to the task of drinking the souls of the Baburuku. I’d come all this way, killed a god, and convinced the pack of giant baboons to help us in our battle against the Dominion, but it was all going to shit because I had a few sips of bad punch from the big baboon’s spooky magic ring.

Bit by bit, the darkness faded to be replaced by a foggy dreamscape. I recognized the jungles of Koroshi as my dream-self soared above them and raced toward the crumbling mountain home of the Baburuku. A massive vessel made of writhing cables floated above its peak, connected to it by thick metal umbilicals that pumped and throbbed.

Size isn’t a measure of power, you know.

“You can see this?” I asked, unnerved by the idea that Seymour was able to peek into my dreams whenever he felt like it.

This is no dream, Avatar. Whatever created this place left this as a message for us.

Seymour hadn’t always shot straight with me, and he was more than a little self-serving when it came to doling out the truth about his past, but the thread of fear wound through his words was real. There was something sinister about this place, something vile.

Unfortunately, neither of us had much choice in the matter. All we could do was watch as the vision unspooled out in front of us.

I watched as great cracks formed in the earth around the mountain. They streaked past me like black serpents and carved deep channels in the ground as they shot away. I peered over the jagged lip of a narrow chasm as it passed near my right foot and saw the boiling light of red-hot magma far below the surface.

“All things end,” a hollow, cold voice whispered in my ear. I wanted to turn to face whoever it was, but I was frozen in place. “My arrival marked the beginning of the cycle of Koroshi, your arrival marks its end. When the time comes, trust in the Baburuku. They owe me a great debt, and they will not fail to pay it.”

As the speaker’s last word faded from my hearing, the world disintegrated around me. Geysers of magma burst from dark holes in the earth like burning dragons’ tongues, and clouds of smoke swirled up to blind me. Ashes clogged my mask and clawed at my throat. I couldn’t breathe—

Wake up, Jay! This isn’t real!

I opened my eyes to find myself surrounded by shadows. They were holding me down, shouting words I couldn’t understand, and my instincts screamed for me to kill. The soul blades on both arms burst from their hidden sheathes, and I threw my captors off. Still dazed and half-blind, I staggered to my feet and slashed wildly at the shadows surrounding me.

“Get back,” I snarled and blinked my eyes furiously to try to bring my vision back. An emerald glow danced across my sight and threw deep shadows that blurred the world into shades of gray and black.

“Jay!” Kira cried. Her voice cut through the haze of my nightmare and froze me in place. “It’s us. You’re back on Seymour. Stop fighting us. We’re trying to help you.”

She’s speaking the truth. I rescued you and brought you to your bedmates. You’re welcome. Please don’t murder them. Your armor’s soul storage is at capacity. Once we’ve made room to absorb more souls, then you can murder them all.

I relaxed, but only a little. My vision was clearing, but the world still crawled with thin green worms of sparking power. A viridian light lit every edge and curve and left flat planes and corners cast in deep shadows.

“He has the soul sickness,” Syrl said, her voice strained. “I’ve seen this before in some other experiments. When you absorb too much of the power taken from the Blood of the World, it doesn’t just change you. It can drive you mad. In extreme cases, illness can burn away everything within you and leave behind a hollow shell. If Jay doesn’t purge the power within him, soon, he will die. I may be able to help, some, but I’ve never seen a case this severe.”

Syrl’s explanation of what was wrong with me sounded dire, but it actually made me feel better. If I needed to purge some excess souls to feel better, I could do that with a quick trip to the Soulforge. I could dump souls, get stronger, and heal myself all at the same time.

That sounds like an excellent idea. Please come at once and dispose of the souls in a way which will increase our power.

“I’m all right,” I said, trying to sound more sure of that than I felt. “Don’t worry about me. I can take care of this.”

“Jay,” Myrin said, leaning in close so I could see her face. Her eyes were filled with worry, but her mouth was set in a firm line that told me she wasn’t going to put up with any nonsense from me. She was tough as hell and laughed in the face of death, but once she went into mama bear mode, she became deadly serious. “Are you sure about this? Maybe we should let Syrl try to help—”

“I’ve never taken this much on,” the exotic huntress said. For the first time, I could see that the silver patterns lining her skin glowed with a faint green aura. She was more like me than either of us had known. “Cohl had the sickness, and he banished himself when we discovered I couldn’t heal him. I’m much stronger now than I was then, but still…”

“I’ll take care of it,” I said. “I’m all right. Things just got a little intense with the big monkey men. I’ll be right back.”

The intense part was very true, but I was far from alright. All those souls I’d soaked up sloshed around in my belly like a gallon of cheap bourbon. My skin felt stretched too tight over muscles bulging with new power, and I didn’t wait for another round of people questioning whether I was all right. I turned and left the flight deck, wincing with each step. Every movement was a fiery agony, and it took everything I had to take the three steps off the flight deck.

Allow me to assist you, Avatar. I could carry you to the Soulforge.

“No,” I growled through gritted teeth. “I’ll walk. Thanks for the offer though.”

It would have been easier to let Seymour haul my exhausted ass to the Soulforge, but there was no way I was giving up that easily. Letting someone else shoulder my burden had never been my style, and I’d be damned if I was going to change my ways on that score. It hurt to move, but pain didn’t mean anything. I could walk, so I was going to fucking walk.

You are a rare specimen of humanity, Jay. Most of your kind would beg to be pampered and coddled were they in your state.

“Big fucking deal,” I sighed, and stepped into the chamber of the Soulforge. “Most people are babies. Doesn’t mean not being a baby is an accomplishment.”

The black and green pillar floating inside the impossibly large cylindrical space glowed brighter than I’d ever seen before. It pulsed with a feverish intensity as if it was eager to see me. Or, more likely, eager to suck down all those souls weighing me down..

A quick glance down at the counter in the lower right-hand corner of my vision told me I was carrying one hundred and eighty-five souls. That was well over a hundred more than I’d stockpiled before entering the Halls of Blood. I didn’t remember earning any souls for taking out the God of the Baburuku, which meant that drink I’d taken from the priest’s ring had been loaded with a lot of dead folks.

We should really discuss how that is possible. I’ve seen unfettered souls before, but that was an extreme example. If we could convince the Baburuku to teach us how he harnessed them, imagine how easy—

“Save it,” I said, my head throbbing with every word the AI said. “Let me get this shit out of my system so I can go back to feeling relatively human. Then we can discuss your next plan to take over the world, Pinky.”

I raised my hand, and the Soulforge responded by extending the interface block. Its surface glowed a brilliant green that was hard to look at and only grew brighter when I placed my hand into the indentation.

Too late, I remembered I had to relive the deaths of every soul I’d harvested. From their point of view.

A flood of images raced through my mind. I was so tall I could see over the Jungle trees as I raced to the attack. My arms were long and covered in coarse black hair, and I wore heavy armor that glowed gold in the blazing red light that spat from my enemies’ energy weapons. Gray-cloaked warriors charged toward me, insignificant alone, but deadly in such great numbers.

A woman at the back of the gray-cloaked army rode upon a creature so twisted and tormented it hurt to look upon it. Its body was bloated and deformed, its stumpy limbs scarcely large enough to reach the ground around its distended gut. Irregular scales, their edges coarse and gritty, covered the monstrosity’s body, and the enormous single eye jutting from its forehead on a fleshy stalk glowed an unhealthy yellow.

The woman riding the hellish beast raised her hand, and her troops pulled back, fleeing from the battle so abruptly I was caught flat-footed by their sudden change in tactics.

The earth under my feet exploded in a storm of fire and metal. A hidden booby-trap beneath the ground erupted with such fury most of my people were dead before they knew they’d been hit. My body was shredded instantly, and I died without a chance to scream. But, in the terrifying moment of my death, there was also peace. Because I knew I was finally going home. I would return to the Halls of Blood where I would wait with the rest of the dead until we were called upon by our god.

I was a Baburuku, and I’d been destroyed along with most of my people by the Dominion’s treachery. We’d traded with them in good faith, offered them our precious technology, and they’d turned against us.

You have been having some very vivid hallucinations since we landed on Koroshi. Perhaps you should seek psychiatric advice?

“I don’t need help with that,” I whispered. “I’ll be fine. I’ve been through plenty.”

Since I have studied all of your human literature on the subject, I will be your therapist. Now Jay, show me on the doll where the bad man touched you. Or maybe we should talk about your mother?

“Just when I thought you weren’t being an asshole anymore,” I sighed.

I’m never an asshole, Jay. It was a joke. Okay, here is some real advice: murder more people and take their souls. Growing more powerful can overcome even the most extreme psychosis.

“I’m fine,” I said. “That was a little more impressive than the usual Soulforge detox, but nothing about this day’s been normal. Besides, Syrl says whatever that baboon witch doctor did to me should go away once I spend these souls.”

Is it my turn for an upgrade yet?

“Not yet,” I said. “I need one more thing before I can spare any points on giving you any fancy toys. But I promise, before we leave Koroshi, I’ll get you hooked up with some sweet room additions for me and my ladies to enjoy.”

You tease me so mercilessly.

“Says the guy who just asked me to play Freud with him.” I flicked my eyes through the upgrades for my armor and scanned the available options.

While I had almost two hundred souls banked, at best that would buy me a single level two power, three level one powers, or a single level one and one level two power.

A quick review of the upgrade panels showed me the only powers with open level one upgrades available were Strength and Health. While both of those might be good, they weren’t great. Faster healing was awesome, but the drawback was the same as always: to take advantage of it I had to get fucked up, but not quite so fucked up that I died. That wasn’t very appealing. And more strength was always useful, but I was already far stronger than any of the regular Dominion troopers we ran into, and being twice as strong wouldn’t help me kill most of my other enemies any faster. It sure as fuck wouldn’t have done me any good against the God of the Baburuku.

That just left those upgrades with open level two slots. I pulled those up for a closer look.

Armor:

Level 1— Minor resistance to fire, cold, electricity, impact, piercing, and cutting damage. Armor is bonded to Avatar, and cannot be removed permanently. COST: (ALREADY PURCHASED)

Level 2— Resistance to fire, cold, electricity, impact, piercing, and cutting damage. COST: 100 souls.

Level 3— 25% chance of reflecting projectiles back at source. COST: 250 souls.

Level 4— Major Resistance to fire, cold, electricity, impact, piercing, and cutting damage. COST: 500 souls.

Level 5— 50% chance of reflecting projectiles back at source. COST: 1,000 souls.

UNSTOPPABLE— Virtually impervious to fire, cold, electricity, impact, piercing, and cutting damage. 75% chance of reflecting projectiles back at source. COST: 5,000 souls.

Cloak:

Level 1— Avatar can cloak for 10 seconds every hour. Cloaking effect mirrors the background environment. Moving will disrupt the effect. COST: 50 souls (ALREADY PURCHASED)

Level 2— Avatar can cloak for 30 seconds every hour. Cloaking effect mirrors the background environment. Moving will disrupt the effect. COST: 100 souls.

Level 3— Avatar can cloak for 5 minutes every hour. Cloaking effect mirrors the background environment. Moving will disrupt the effect. COST: 250 souls.

Level 4— Avatar can cloak for 30 minutes every hour. Cloaking effect mirrors the background environment. Cloaking effect is only disrupted when running. COST: 500 souls.

Level 5— Cloaking effect can be used to make avatar a visual clone of any sentient being. COST: 1,000 souls.

DOPPLEGANGER— Avatar can maintain cloaking effect indefinitely. Avatar’s voice can also emulate cloned target if speech sample is taken. COST: 5,000 souls.

Soul Blades:

Level 1— Soul blades extend from each forearm. Lives taken with the blades grant an extra soul. COST: 50 souls. (ALREADY PURCHASED)

Level 2— Soul blades extend from the knees. Lives taken with any of the blades grant an extra two souls. COST: 100 souls.

Level 3— Soul blades extend from the feet. Blades can cut through all but the most powerful of armors. COST: 250 souls.

Level 4 — Soul blades can act as projectiles and be thrown from the forearms. Blades explode into shrapnel when triggered. Blades grow back within 30 seconds. COST: 500 souls.

Level 5— Blades cut through all armor. Blades grow back instantly. Lives taken with any of the blades grant an extra four souls. COST: 1,000 souls.

REAPER— For 30 seconds after a kill is made with the soul blades, avatar gains a bonus to all upgrades that are level 5 or lower. During this time, lives taken with any of the blades grant ten souls. COST: 5,000 souls.

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.

After reviewing my options, I scratched Armor off the list. Like strength, it was useful, but it wasn’t going to be the game changer I needed at the moment. I bounced the HUD and Cloak upgrades from contention for the same reason. The data that Seymour pushed through the HUD I had now had been more than sufficient for my current needs. Upgrading Cloak’s effective duration from ten seconds to thirty seconds was nice, but I still wouldn’t be able to move while it was active without disrupting the effect. That simply wasn’t enough to justify the purchase at the moment.

All of those upgrades were cool, but they weren’t what I needed. I needed something purely fucking awesome, and only one upgrade fit the bill.

“Give me the second level of Soul Blades,” I said, giddy with anticipation. Getting another set of blades from my knees would dramatically increase my combat effectiveness and adding yet another soul to my tally for every Dominion fuckhead I gutted was fantastic. I would be killing faster and earning three souls for every kill, which would quickly ramp up the number of upgrades I’d have available for me.

A wise choice. Now you’re thinking like a Seymour.

“Nah,” I said, grinning like a loon as I felt the Soulforge reshaping my blades and the armor surrounding them. “I’m thinking more like an Audrey.”

The Soulforge released my hand from the interface block, and I raised my arms to shoulder height. With a thought, I triggered the soul blades, and they burst from my forearms and both knees. The blades were slightly longer now, and their back edges sparked with thin lines of green fire. They looked seriously bad ass.

Your temperature is still quite high, Avatar. Are you feeling alright?

The truth of the matter was I felt better than I had in a long time. My heart raced and my lungs pumped like I’d just run a marathon, but I wasn’t tired. My veins felt like someone had pumped them full of jet fuel, and I felt ready to take on the world.

“Better than alright,” I said. “I feel like I could take on the whole Dominion by myself.”

Interesting. I sense a great deal of unrefined soul energy still in your system. It may not be harmful, but you may want to consider burning off some of the excess. Do some jumping jacks. Pushups? Run a few laps or—

“I’ve got a better idea,” I said, and stalked out of the Soulforge’s chamber.

Oh, my. Well, try not to break your toys. You may not know your own strength at the moment.

“I’m fine,” I said and headed toward the flight deck. My temperature was still spiked, so I shed the armor covering my head and arms as I walked. “I’m better than fine.”

“Syrl,” I said as walked into the flight deck, “can you still sense the excess souls inside me?”

The tall, dark woman strode across the flight deck and didn’t stop until we were less than an inch apart. She held her open hands on either side of my head, palms turned toward my ears and fingers spread wide. Her glittering black eyes closed, and the silver spirals covering her body erupted with a green fire.

“I can feel it,” she gasped, shuddering with every breath. “I’ve never seen anything like this. The Dominion used me to drain away excess power from their experimental subjects, and I honed my abilities to do the same for my tribe. The most energy I’ve ever seen inside another burned like a campfire. You are like the sun.”

With every word that passed Syrl’s lips, her voice grew softer and deeper. She opened her eyes and stared deeply into mine, and the deep, wide pools of her pupils glimmered with emerald fire. She leaned forward, a moth drawn to an alien flame, until she leaned against me with her hands clasped to the sides of my face.

“What are you?” She whispered. A primal hunger burned in her voice and stoked the flames that burned within me to new heights.

“You know?” I said while I wrapped my hands over the swells of her hips and pulled her closer to me. “I’m not even sure anymore.”

Syrl leaned her head forward and brushed my lips with hers. Sizzling threads of electric heat tingled on my lips, and the fire inside me welded us together. For a long moment, the world outside of our kiss vanished behind a wall of hunger that surrounded us.

With every moment that passed, Syrl’s hunger became more intense. She nipped at my lips and sucked the tip of my tongue deeper into her mouth. Fire flowed between us and emerald sparks popped into existence in the air around Syrl and me.

“I’ve never felt anything like this,” she gasped as she pulled her lips from mine. The silver designs on her skin glowed neon green and enhanced her alien beauty. “The others—”

“They’re fine,” I said as I looked over her shoulder at the sisters. Syrl’s kiss hadn’t taken anything away from the burning hunger inside me. I needed more. I stared at the sisters and raised my chin. “They’ll be more than fine when they get their asses over here. There’s plenty to go around.”

Myrin and Kira flanked us, and each sister leaned in so close to me I could feel the heat of their breath against my face. Myrin reached down and took my hand, squeezing my fingers tighter around Syrl’s left hip. Kira rested her chin on my shoulder and wrapped one arm around my waist to clasp hands with Myrin and draped the other around Syrl’s waist. She pulled all four of us closer together and nipped the side of my neck.

“Too much armor around here,” Kira growled.

“Not for long,” I shot back, and the suit melted back into me in the blink of an eye.

Syrl’s lips trembled and her skin glowed brighter as the energy continued to flow out of me and into her. Wherever our skin touched, motes of jade light blossomed and floated into the air in streams of shimmering bubbles.

“You have to feel this,” she said and reached out to pull down the zipper tab on Kira’s armor. “Touch me where I glow.”

Kira got the hint and stripped out of her armor and jumpsuit in record time. Her gear clattered to the floor and then she flattened herself against Syrl and I, easing her soft curves into the gaps between us like a puzzle piece finally finding its way home. She traced the curve of one of Syrl’s tattoos and the green light flowed over Kira’s finger like warm honey.

Instantly, her violet eyes shimmered with green fire and gleaming sparks jumped between her parted lips. She shivered against us and the heat inside me flowed through Syrl to warm her.

“Oh,” Kira said, and lunged forward to kiss me with unbridled ferocity. Syrl shuddered under my hands and a low moan escaped from her lips as the fire built between Kira and I.

“My turn,” Myrin growled, and I turned my head to face her. She’d arranged her gear neatly on the floor and her sleek muscles glided beneath her skin like a pack of hunting sharks.

I took one hand off Syrl and hooked it around Myrin to pull her into the circle. I kissed Myrin hard, and she responded with a familiar animal hunger that turned my fever into a raging inferno.

Myrin grabbed hold of Syrl as we kissed and her hands left trails of green fire where she dragged them over the huntress’s glowing tattoos. That touch completed a circuit and tied us all together inside the burning fever that blazed inside me. All three women gasped as one, and Syrl threw her head back to unleash an ecstatic sob.

Syrl hooked her ankles around the backs of my legs and forced me back against Seymour’s bulkhead. She supported herself on the taut muscles of her calves as she strained to maximize the contact between our bodies. The horns on her scalp transformed into long, flexible strands that cascaded down her back and rattled with every move she made. Her breath quickened and the flow of energy through our group increased with every beat of our hearts. Translucent green sparks the size of my closed fist rose around us and flitted around the inside of the flight deck like enormous fireflies in a frantic search for mates.

Syrl’s breath quickened, and I felt energy flow from me and into her. Green sparks shot from every point of contact between our bodies and floated around our heads in wild orbits. The silver spirals on Syrl’s body burned like lanterns, a green so vivid and rich it felt like I could taste it as much as see it.

“Come here,” she panted, and squirmed against me. She reached out and pulled Myrin’s face close to hers. Myrin closed her lips over the warrior woman’s and let out a long, slow exhale. Myrin breathed in and her arms closed around us as a bone-deep tremor coursed through her body.

Myrin’s eyes glowed green, and she cupped the back of Syrl’s head with her hand, eager for more.

Not to be outdone, Kira practically climbed up my side and did her best to take my breath away with a hungry, desperate kiss that sparked and crackled with an energy that came from more than just the extra souls inside me.

Long moments passed with the groans and murmurs the only sounds in the flight deck. We explored and tasted one another, and the fever burned through all of us like a white-hot wire.

“Enough stoking the flames,” I growled and cupped the backs of Syrl’s lean thighs with my fingers. Myrin and Kira clasped their hands over mine, and together we lifted Syrl.

“Now,” Syrl growled, brushing her lips across mine and flicking her tongue in and out of my mouth like a darting flame as if she were trying to tease more of the power out of my body. “Now.”

Syrl’s body quivered against mine, and she stared down at me with an animal lust that I had no desire to deny. Her warmth was mere inches above mine, and it begged to engulf me.

“Please,” Syrl gasped and threw her head back. The word was raw and guttural, a passionate cry from so deep within the huntress I wasn’t even sure she knew what she meant. That single word unleashed something in all of us, and Myrin and Kira eased Syrl down until I was deep inside her.

Threads of green power wound their way through Kira’s long, violet hair. Her eyes flashed with flecks of vibrant emerald as she stared at me and closed her mouth over one of the tatoo’s on Syrl’s flank. She curled her arm around Syrl’s waist and closed her fingers on the huntress’s hip.

Myrin embraced Syrl with her right arm and curled her left arm around my waist. Then she leaned in to close her mouth on the glowing spiral that wrapped itself around Syrl’s left breast.

The huntress stiffened against me, her mouth opening in a wordless groan. She tilted her head and looked down at me, her eyes wild and lost.

The world shook around us, vibrating in time with our beating hearts. Sparks of green fire shot from Syrl’s mouth as she leaned back and her eyes rolled toward the ceiling. Droplets of emerald liquid dripped from where Myrin and Kira sucked at her flesh, splashing onto the deck.

The fever flowed out of me and into Syrl as she ground down on me, and the Alari sisters sucked it out of her. We were bound together by a single blazing current that filled us all with a power we now shared. When I breathed out, Syrl inhaled me. When she exhaled, the sisters breathed her in.

We moved as one, each of us driving the others to new heights. And then, at long last, we raised our voices together and cried out as the last of the excess energy exploded out of me in a throbbing rush.

Syrl sobbed and clamped her legs tight around mine. She wrapped her arms around Myrin and Kira and pulled us all into a quivering hug.

“I didn’t know it could be like that,” she said, her voice a low and trembling whisper.

“I should go get some more of that magic go-go juice from the Baburuku,” I said with a grin.

Kira pinched me on the ass.

“Don’t even,” she said.

“I need a nap,” Myrin said. “And then, I need to kick the fuck out of some Dominion assholes.”

I’ll prepare your quarters, Avatar. If only you had upgraded my interior, you would have a much larger room. And a bigger bed.
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Chapter 11

A few hours later, we took a break from exploring new ways of inserting Tab A into Slot B, and the ladies insisted I tell them every gory detail of my visit with the Baburuku.

When I finished my story, Kira raised an eyebrow in my direction and drummed her fingernails on my naked knee. She sat cross-legged with her back against the wall of my quarters with Syrl’s leg draped across her thigh. We hadn’t gotten much napping done, but that was more than fine with me. I felt powerful, relaxed, and content after making love to the three gorgeous women.

“That’s really how it happened?” She said, obviously torn between excitement over the story I’d just told her and disbelief at the events I’d described. “You’re not embellishing at all?”

It is a shame this one does not believe your tale. Perhaps you should punish her for impudence. Or I could deliver her to the Baburuku for you. I’m sure they’d find her most intriguing.

“I’m telling you, that’s exactly what happened and exactly how it happened,” I said, grinning at Seymour’s suggestion. “You saw me climb the stupid lava gate, right? Then I floated through the air to reach that scary mountain? It’s not much of a stretch to giant baboons from there.”

Myrin yawned and stretched along my left side. She pulled my arm around her and grumbled.

“Less story, more nap,” she murmured and closed her eyes tightly.

Syrl reached across me and flicked the tip of Myrin’s nose with her long-nailed index finger. The sisters and I stared at her, mouths open in surprise. For someone who’d just joined the party, she was making herself right at home.

“No time to sleep,” Syrl said. “And with all the power we took from Jay none of us will need a nap for a while. We should talk strategy.”

“Well, we have a tribe of giant war baboons,” Kira said. “That should simplify our plans quite a bit. We’ll sneak over to the Dominion base and meet the Baburuku. They’ll knock down the walls around the place, and we’ll all storm in and shoot all the bad guys. The Dominion will never see us coming.”

“And then what?” Myrin asked. She grunted and snuggled up closer to my side, reaching over to pinch her sister’s toe. “The wall comes down, we all charge in, and the Dominion shoots us to pieces. I do not like this plan.”

I slid my hand down and stroked the curve of Myrin’s hip. My fingers found a pair of scars and I traced them over the swell of her ass to the small of her back. She shivered against me and then snuggled in even tighter.

“I think you’re underestimating the impact of a bunch of giant baboons crashing through the wall and tearing the shit out of everything in their path,” I said. “I mean, they’re not that scary to me, obviously, because I killed their God, but the average Dominion trooper is going to shit his pants and die the second those gold-armored motherfuckers show up.”

Syrl toyed with my hair for a moment, lost in thought. Her eyes flicked up toward the ceiling, and I knew she was looking toward a sky she couldn’t see.

“We take down the wall, we find the Dragon Queen, and then I will tear her heart out for what she has done,” Syrl said, her voice cold and distant. “That is the plan. It is the only plan that matters.”

A moment of silence passed as the gravity of Syrl’s words sank in. I hated the Dominion on general principles. They were a bunch of assholes, and I’m the kind of guy that likes kicking the shit out of assholes.

But for Syrl, this battle was personal. The Dominion had tortured her. They’d changed her into something beautiful and strange, but I wasn’t so sure she appreciated having her body transformed without her permission.

“Okay, then,” Kira said. “When did the Baburuku say they would show up?”

“Dawn on the third day after I got back to you,” I said. A thought struck me. “Just how did I get back here? There’s a hole in my memory between the time I got the gift of souls from the Baburuku and when I woke up on the deck.”

“Seymour says he picked you up outside the temple and brought you straight to us,” Myrin said. She nipped at the skin covering my ribs. “You scared the hell out of us with your disappearing act. You were gone for three days—”

“I was not, you big fibber,” I said, and gave her ass a playful smack with the back of my hand. “I wasn’t even in there for two hours.”

“She’s telling the truth,” Kira said, her eyes serious. “We couldn’t reach you or Seymour most of the time you were inside that mountain. After Seymour’s initial message to me, he went dark. After the first day, I made contact with an allied cargo ship, the Black Gyre, to help evacuate Syrl’s people. It’ll be here in a few days. I’m glad we didn’t leave without you.”

The thought of that much missing time sobered me. Anything could have happened while I was gone. The Dominion could have sent another set of murder troopers in to wipe out Syrl’s tribe, and if those black-suited freaks had shown up while I was inside the Halls of Blood, I’d have returned to a pile of smoldering bodies.

I was not aware so much time had passed, either. At least, not until the Baburuku dumped your senseless body on the steps outside their cursed Halls. Then I was able to make contact with my greater self, and I came for you. It was a risk, but one that had to be taken.

“I am also glad you have returned before I led my people in an assault against the Dominion base,” Syrl said, stretching her arms over her head and curling them back around Myrin’s waist. “It would be a shame if you missed out on your share of the trophies.”

I like this one. Keep her, and perhaps I will one day have two Avatars. And then you can have little Avatar babies. How disgustingly cute and deadly would they be? I could be the genius uncle that you speak about with great reverence.

“Seymour, show us the layout of this base again,” I said as I tried not to laugh at his words.

A moment later, a viewport lowered from the ceiling and I was looking up at a high-definition photograph of the base. I’d only seen this once before, in Syrl’s listening station, which meant Seymour had plucked it out of my head and stored it for me. That was both fascinating, and creepy. I’d have to look into which of my memories he’d stored in his data banks.

I have archived everything you’ve seen or experienced since we bonded. It is stored and ready for instant access. There are some very interesting tidbits in here.

I frowned and tried to ignore that insinuation.

There’d be time to worry about that later. For now, I focused my attention on the viewport Seymour had created. The Dominion base looked like a bigger version of the one we’d already levelled, including an impressive building that I recognized as an extra-large fusion reactor.

“We can’t make this one go boom,” Kira said, reaching up and tapping the reactor. Seymour politely highlighted it in red. “It’s about five times the size of the other one which means it has a yield a little more than fifteen thousand times more energetic than the smaller model we sabotaged. If we pop its top, it’ll have to be from orbit. And it’ll make a hell of a mess.”

I considered that for a moment before deciding the Baburuku would not appreciate us turning most of their planet into a burning wasteland. That seemed like a pretty shitty way for me to repay them for helping me knock down a big old wall and gut stomp some Dominion freaks.

“Also,” Syrl said, wrapping her long legs around Kira and pulling her close, “we won’t destroy the base until I kill the Dragon Queen. Personally.”

“Right, right,” Myrin said. “It sounds like the bitch probably spends most of her time in a lab somewhere torturing captured experimental subjects. When we take down the wall, we need to corner her before she can weasel out of the base. She could be in those buildings to the west, all those power couplings and environmental control units certainly make it look like those are research facilities, but my money is the largest building to the north. What did you call it?”

Syrl’s eyes burned as she focused on the large domed structure on the monitor. It was built like a fortress, and there was a perimeter fence around it with several impressive power couplings energizing it. It definitely looked like the kind of place a mad scientist would hang out.

“They call it the dragon factory,” Syrl said, spitting the words and clenching her fists so hard I heard the knuckles popping.

Hitting that building was a priority, of course, but there was a problem. The new Dominion base sat on the shore of a turbulent sea. The south and west sides of the base had a scorched perimeter that provided a black buffer of open space between the base’s walls and the jungle. Anyone crossing that dead zone would get hammered by attacks from the base itself, so we didn’t have a clear line of attack.

“Getting to the dragon factory will be a pain in the ass,” I mused. “We can only breach the wall from the south or west. Either way we come in we’ll have to fight across the whole base to reach them.”

Imagine the glorious harvest of souls you will reap, Avatar. The Dominion will hate you more with every victory. They will throw more forces at you, and you will slaughter them, renewing the cycle of destruction so that we grow more powerful.

“We have three assault units,” Kira said, ticking off our assets. “First, the four of us can whoop ass with the best of them. Jay and Syrl are murder in close combat, Myrin can drop bad guys with her sniper rifle, and I’ve got surveillance and low-level aerial support with my drones. Second, we’ve got the Baburuku. They’re the heavies who will take down the wall and cause general mayhem when the fight starts. Most of the Dominion’s attention will be on them until they catch sight of Jay. Third, Syrl’s warriors and their giant spiders are tough as hell and twice as fast. They’re excellent skirmish units who can hit the troopers and retreat without taking any damage in return.”

And what is my role in all of this? I would prefer not to be set on the sideline while you enjoy the glorious slaughter coming your way.

“Plus,” I said with a devious grin, “we have a secret weapon. We can park Seymour in near orbit right over the top of that fucking base. Once we bring the force screen down, he’ll drop down like a bat out of hell and shoot the fuck out of everything he sees. Between us carving up the bad guys on the ground, the Baburuku knocking everything ass over teakettle, and Seymour raining down hell, these Dominion pukes will give up. It’ll be over before it even starts.”

I laid out the whole plan, drawing it out on the viewport. The Baburuku would hit the base from the West. They’d get shot up crossing the barrens between the jungle and the base, but they were tough as hell and I doubted the Dominion had any guns big enough to drop even one of those big baboons.

Once the wall came tumbling down, we’d send Syrl’s spider-riding warriors after the reactor. They wouldn’t blow it up, but they would wreck the power couplings. That would kill power to the rest of the base, making any defense emplacements worthless and dropping the force screen.

As soon as the glowing blue ceiling disappeared, Seymour would fall out of the sky like an avenging angel and shit plasma blasts all over any assholes still alive.

Meanwhile, the fantastic four currently occupying my bed would commando through the base, find the Dragon Queen, and help Syrl rip her heart out.

“Your plan is sound,” Syrl said. “I will prepare my people, and then we should be on our way. It is later than we think, and soon it will be dark. Based on what you’ve told us, Jay, we only have two days to reach the base and join the Baburuku, and we have far to go.”

With that, she slid away from us and off the end of the bed. As she walked away, the patches of her armor emerged from her skin, covering the tips of her breasts and the juncture of her thighs. Her horns fashioned themselves into the swirling halves of a helmet. Somehow, mostly naked, Syrl looked more ready to go to fucking war than half the warriors I’d met in my life.

When she was gone, the sisters pounced on me. Myrin hooked her legs around my left leg and her arms around my left arm. Kira just jumped on me, driving her knees into my stomach and giggling as I let out a surprised whoof.

“Is this what it’s always like for you?” Kira asked, holding her arms out wide and flexing her fingers to release tiny green sparks. “I feel like I could run a marathon while juggling bowling balls.”

I laughed and shook my head.

“No, you just got the excess,” I said with a grin. “I’m way tougher than you’ll ever be.”

Myrin let out a sigh and squeezed her legs around mine.

“Too bad it wears off,” she said. “Unless…”

“Oh, I’m totally recruiting her,” Kira said as she grinned and bounced up and down on my stomach. “Hopefully she’ll want to come with us.”

“She’s not going anywhere if we fuck this up,” I said. I smacked Kira’s ass and tossed her onto her sister. They both squawked and Myrin dropped her grip on me in surprise. “Grab your gear, we gotta go.”

I concur with your plan. When you’ve disembarked, I will enter a stationary orbit above the base. I will monitor it and keep you informed of any changes. Good luck, Avatar. Reap the souls of your enemies, and we will grow stronger.

“Last one outside sleeps on the floor,” I said.

Having your clothes emerge from your skin is a serious advantage when it’s time to get dressed in a hurry. I was up, out of bed, armored, and on my way to the flight deck by the time Myrin had pulled on her shirt and Kira had found her discarded underwear.

“Cheater!” Myrin shouted.

I laughed as I headed down the hallway toward the flight deck. Despite the bloody battle on the horizon, or maybe because of it, I felt good. I rapped on the flight deck’s hull, and Seymour created a door for me to exit back into the jungle.

We were nowhere near the volcano where I’d fought the baboon god. While I’d been unconscious, the rest of my allies had moved deeper into the jungle. Seymour had landed in a small clearing, and Syrl’s people were clustered around him. The giant spiders were hunkered down around the perimeter of the camp, forming a deadly green triangle surrounding Seymour and the rest of the changing people.

“How did you find this place?” I asked.

I tracked the Alari sister’s communications gear. Do not worry, the Dominion is unlikely to be able to replicate that feat. I am attuned to their transmission frequency. Our enemies do not share that advantage.

Syrl had already organized her people into groups. The last remaining warriors, four men and two women, were gathered around one of the spiders. They busied themselves fashioning new weapons from supple tree limbs and tough deadwood they’d harvested from the jungle. The noncombatants, men and women too injured or too frail to stand up to the coming battle and their children, had gathered around another of the spiders. There were less than a dozen of them, all told, and they were quiet and subdued. Waiting, watching for danger. Syrl herself was standing before the last spider, running her hand down the side of its massive head as she whispered something to it.

“You ready?” Myrin asked. “I’m looking forward to seeing a bunch of giant gorillas attack the Dominion base. That’s not something that happens every day.”

“Giant baboons,” I said with a grin. “And, yeah, you’ll probably never see anything like it again. The Baburuku don’t get out much. What happened to your sister?”

Myrin bounced on the balls of her feet for a moment, a wide grin splitting her face.

“Lost her shoes,” she said.

“I didn’t lose them, you bitch,” Kira said, chuckling as she hopped down Seymour’s disembarking ramp. “Someone threw them.”

“Let’s roll out,” I said. “Syrl’s right. It will be dark soon, and we need to cover some miles before we stop for the night.”

I will depart, Avatar. But, remember, even though I am distant, I am always watching. Harvest well.

I strode away from Seymour and clapped my armored hands to get everyone’s attention focused on me. Syrl and her warriors snapped to and spun in my direction in the blink of an eye. The rest of her people took a second longer, but they were no slouches either.

“All right, then,” I said. “It’s time to roll out. I’ll be in the lead spider with Syrl and the twins. Warriors, flank left. The rest of you—”

“The rest of them already have the orders you gave,” Syrl said with a smile. “The jungle will hide them until our battle is over.”

“How will they find us?” I asked. “We need to evacuate as soon as we wrap up down here, and I don’t want to be chasing refugees all over Koroshi.”

“Don’t worry,” the warrior woman said with another grin. “My people will find us when the time is right. The jungle provides for its people.”

I crossed my arms over my chest, but decided it wasn’t worth arguing with Syrl. These were her people, her responsibility. If she had a plan, I wasn’t going to interfere with it. I had my hands full worrying about coordinating the Baburuku with the rest of our attack. It was going to be a glorious mess, that much I was sure of.

“All right then,” I said, “let’s get the fuck out of here.”

The warriors had already mounted up on their spider and positioned themselves in their howdah. They’d taken the time while I was out to reinforce its armor with thick slabs of deadwood and had added a roof of woven saplings coated with some sort of sticky green sap. The whole thing looked like something a caveman Mad Max would have come up with; which was fucking awesome, if you asked me.

The noncombatants scrambled aboard their spider as I boarded one with Syrl, Myrin, and Kira. By the time we’d situated ourselves and Syrl had taken the reins, Syrl’s people had vanished into the jungle. I couldn’t see any trails left by their spider. The wilderness had swallowed them whole without a trace they’d ever been there.

“You know the way?” I asked Syrl.

She cracked the spider’s reins by way of answer, and we glided into the jungle. Seymour had laid out the path for me, but Syrl never asked for directions.

“The jungle shows the way,” she said. “It wants to be rid of the interlopers as much as we do. And that is how the Baburuku will find you. The jungle will lead them to you.”

Something about that bothered me, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. Sure, it was weird that Koroshi’s jungle seemed to respond to Syrl, but there was something else at work here. I just couldn’t figure out what that something was.

We traveled deep into the night, covering more than fifty miles in the few hours we traveled. The spiders snatched leaves and the occasional clumsy monkey from the trees we passed and gulped their meals down with gusto. The rest of us camped in the shelter of the spiders and ate rabbit-like creatures the warriors caught for us. We cooked them over a survival lantern from Myrin’s pack, and the aroma of roasting meat was the most delicious thing I’d smelled since the last time I’d been in Mabel’s diner.

We woke the next morning to swaying trees and rumbling earth. At first I’d thought the Baburuku had caught up to us, and all the commotion was from their massive feet pounding the earth. But it didn’t take long to realize we were in the midst of an earthquake, one whose tremors haunted us for the rest of our travel that day. The quake wasn’t powerful enough to topple any trees, but it split the earth in places to reveal narrow but deep crevasses. I peered into the bottom of one as we crossed it and saw a rivulet of churning magma in its depths.

“The Baburuku have awakened,” Syrl said, smiling at me after we’d passed our eighth lava-bottomed crack in the earth. “Koroshi has answered their call to war.”

That sounded both awesome and horrifying because having a whole planet on your side seemed like a good way to kick your opponent’s ass. On the other hand, having a planet so pissed off it was cracking itself to pieces didn’t seem like it would work out well for any of us.

During that first full day of travel, the warriors sang wild and raucous songs praising their own heroism and deadly prowess in battle. That lasted into the early evening hours before Syrl put an end to it. We were less than five miles from the Dominion base, and it was time to start circling to the northwest. From time to time, I caught a glimpse of barren, scorched earth through the trees. That was the Dominion all over. They’d destroy a hundred square miles of pristine jungle to protect one of their shitty bases. And, in the end, it wouldn’t do them any fucking good.

The spiders nimbly picked their way through the forest under Syrl’s guidance, but we stayed well back from the jungle’s border the further north we went. The idea was to put our camp well away from the base but close enough to our strike position that the Baburuku could find us and be ready to attack at the crack of dawn.

It was a great idea that got blown all to shit before we could even stop to camp.

The first sign of trouble was a rocket streaking through the trees. Its red tail lit up the night like a flare from hell, and its explosion rolled through the jungle like a blast of thunder. It missed the warrior’s spider by a few yards and detonated against a tree behind them. Their spider’s nimbleness saved them as it dodged away from the falling top half of the burning tree.

Flames from the explosion spread in all directions, chewing their way through the ground cover like burning vipers. Automatic weapons fire rattled at us from the darkness, and I swiveled in my howdah to find its source.

“They flanked us,” I shouted, “at least one squad at five o’clock and one at twelve. Looks like these dickheads brought the fight to us.”

How in the fuck had they found us again? The Dominion didn’t have enough forces to picket the whole goddamned jungle just in case we came strolling along, and we hadn’t spotted any surveillance satellites in orbit. No one was this lucky. They had an ace up their sleeve, and I needed to figure out what it was before one of us ended up dead.

First, though, I had to deal with the assault teams swarming toward us.

This may not be the best time to warn you, but I have detected incoming vessels. They will reach Koroshi’s orbit in three hours.

As the saying goes, when it rains, it pours a whole goddamned shit storm right down your throat.
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Chapter 12

Syrl’s warriors wasted no time closing with the crotch monkeys who’d fired the rocket at them. Their spider charged into the forest and bounced nimbly from tree to tree to avoid bursts of enemy rifle fire. The Dominion heavy weapon assholes unloaded another rocket, which missed the spider entirely but did manage to set another tree ablaze. The air was getting thick with smoke and sparks, and it wouldn’t be long before the greatest danger wasn’t the enemy soldiers surrounding us but the smoke squeezing air out of our lungs.

Kira flung her hand toward the sky and a trio of drones shot into the air. They zipped away from our spider and aimed brilliant spotlights at the approaching enemies so that we could target better. I saw another one of the black-cloaked murder trooper squads, but they weren’t what bothered me. A swarm of gray-armored Dominion regulars was running behind the murder troopers. This wasn’t some unfortunate meeting with a patrol unit. The Dominion knew exactly where we were, and they’d set up an ambush to greet us.

Our plan was fucked.

“Kira, keep those drones on the bad guys,” I barked, falling back into old squad leader habits. “Myrin, cover fire. Forget the dudes in black. Pump some gut shots into the regulars. Make ‘em scream so their buddies have something to think about. Syrl, you’re with me on the murder troopers.”

I didn’t have time to worry about Syrl’s warriors and their opponents. I needed to focus on the battle in front of me because if I didn’t, I wouldn’t be around to help clean up the other one. With a shout, I vaulted over the side of the howdah and landed hard on the jungle’s spongy floor. Syrl landed next to me, and we charged toward the enemy together.

The air surrounding us was full of buzzing swarms of bullets. The Dominion troops relied on density, not accuracy, a tactic which probably worked pretty well against the rabble they were used to fighting. Most insurgents, faced with a withering hail of incoming fire, would turn tail and run rather than stand up and fight.

The problem for the Dominion was neither Syrl nor I were much into running.

“On me!” I shouted as I lunged at the nearest murder trooper.

Someone had been tinkering with their designs. This fucker’s armor was at least twice as thick as the last batch I’d fought, and all the tubes and hoses running in and out of its armor had been tucked in under the dense plates of protective material. He didn’t have a heavy weapon, but he did have an assault rifle with a pair of ammunition drums bulging from the top of the firing chamber like a pair of Mickey Mouse ears.

He rotated at the hips when he saw me coming, but I was too fast, and he was too slow to draw a bead on me. He squeezed the trigger anyway, and the weapon unleashed a torrent of bullets, each one leaving the barrel with a screaming whine that made my blood run cold. I hazarded a glance over my shoulder and saw one of the bullets strike a tree. A split second later, the tree burst apart, sliced into neat discs by the mono-molecular filament uncoiling from the bullet inside it.

Fuck.

They were using the assault rifle version of my bolt hammers. That wasn’t good. One hit from those would be enough to blow me apart like a blood-filled piñata at a vampire-kid’s tenth birthday party.

A yard away from the murder trooper I popped my soul blades and leaped at him. He deflected my left hand’s blades with the barrel of his rifle, and a stream of deadly bullets streaked past the side of my head as he squeezed the trigger in response. Another tree bit the dust and crashed into the fire behind me.

“Nice try,” I growled, and plunged the blades on my right hand into the space between his insectile helmet and his shoulder armor. The trooper tried to raise his rifle for another shot, but I drove my blades into its firing mechanism and destroyed it before he could pull the trigger. “This is for Smokey the Bear.”

The blade sank into the trooper, but there was no crystalline pop to let me know I’d hit pay dirt and ruptured the canister holding all his organs. They really had changed the designs on these assholes.

Syrl hit the trooper at a full-on run. Her armor no longer solely covered her most sensitive parts but now bristled from her entire body like the quills of an albino porcupine. She mirrored my attack and drove a fist covered in spines down into the trooper’s neck. I felt her blades slide across mine as we both ripped our weapons out of our target.

Sparks erupted from the slashes on either side of the trooper’s throat, but the damage didn’t even slow him down.

He bashed Syrl with his rifle’s barrel, and she responded by rolling away so that she could pop up behind him. She lowered her head and threw herself at the trooper’s hips with her arms spread wide.

I leaped into the air and twisted my body as I slammed a knee strike into the trooper’s chest. The soul blade on my leg gleamed like jade fire as it plunged into the trooper’s chest at the exact moment that Syrl slammed into him from behind. The double impacts flipped the murder trooper’s legs out ahead of him as I drove his torso back past the center of gravity. Syrl’s charge carried under the trooper, and she came up on the far side of our fight with her spine-covered hands raised to attack.

For a moment, the murder trooper hung suspended in air, parallel to the ground, but then I stepped forward and drove my bladed knee up into his spine as I slammed my fists down just below his throat.

He cracked apart like a well-boiled lobster as my blade slammed through the armor covering his backbone and exploded through his breastplate to reveal his biomechanical interior.

The murder troopers’ designer had replaced the crystalline container in the torso with a metal cylinder. My knee’s blade had glanced off that container without so much as denting it, so I knew that the only way to kill these fuckers was to tear them completely apart.

I reached into the broken armor and ripped the canister free. Blood and less identifiable fluids sloshed from the broken metal tubing on either end of the cylinder. I hefted it in one hand and slammed it into the face of the second murder trooper who’d decided he wanted to play. The force of the impact shattered his helmet and pushed it so far back it drooped between his shoulders. His weapon, a modified shotgun with a whirring chainsaw jutting from below its three barrels, flailed wildly in the air while his free hand groped for his dislocated head.

Syrl snarled as one of the Dominion troopers popped off a lucky shot and shattered a few of the spines covering her shoulder. Before I could stop her, she screamed and hurled herself toward a charging pack of gray-clad regulars.

The third murder trooper, this one wielding a double-handed axe with glowing green sparks arcing up and down the edge of its blade, rushed at me. He was big, but slow, and his oversized weapon made him even slower. But that great-axe didn’t have to be fast to kill me. If he landed one hit, it’d probably cut me in half. I needed some distance.

I snatched the first murder trooper’s modified bolt hammer from where it had fallen and rolled away from the axe trooper’s scything attack. I bounced back up onto my feet, braced the gun against my hip, and squeezed off a close-range burst.

The first three bullets bounced off the armor and buried themselves in the jungle’s floor. The fourth found a seam between armor plates and ricocheted around the inside of the murder trooper with a sound like a glockenspiel solo played by a monkey hopped up on meth. The next two bullets ripped the trooper’s helmet clean off his shoulders to reveal a sparking, wire-filled stump of a neck. He staggered around in an erratic circle, flailing his axe in a wild circle that cut the legs off one of the Dominion regulars who’d wandered a bit too close, then collapsed onto his side. He wasn’t dead, but he was all sorts of fucked up.

The screams of wounded Dominion soldiers echoed in my ears. The jungle’s floor was littered with mortally wounded regulars nursing gut shots as they wailed in agony. Myrin was doing the work.

Syrl was no slouch, either. She’d killed three of the fuckers, ripping out a throat, shattering a skull, and opening up a rib cage with almost surgical precision. Her savage assault had coated her spines in a liberal coat of glistening red. She’d lost sight of our battle orders, but it was hard to be angry with her considering how many of the bad guy’s she’d accounted for.

We were doing well until the fourth murder trooper dropped out of the sky like a thunderbolt.

Twin jets flared on his back and kicked up a blinding cloud of pollen, leaves, smoke, and sparks as he slammed into the jungle’s floor. He wielded a pair of crackling red whips that spat sparks and left scorch marks on the ground where they trailed beside him. They glowed through the smoke of the growing fire consuming the surrounding jungle, and I instinctively knew I did not want either of those things touching me.

I fired off a burst from the weapon I’d stolen from the first trooper, but the shells just bounced off the new guy’s much thicker armor. The bolt hammer rifle was great for chewing up fodder, but it wasn’t going to do shit against heavily armored troopers whose only organic parts were hidden inside a practically impenetrable metal cylinder.

The jet trooper responded to my ineffective attack by slashing his whips at me in a complicated figure eight pattern that forced me to retreat. I debated letting him attack and then slicing at the whips, but if I missed, those weapons would fuck up my armor something fierce. Worse, I might get tangled in them and the jet trooper would get a few seconds of free shots on me while Syrl cut me loose. Those were not good options.

I circled around the jet trooper toward the remaining Dominion regulars. I didn’t want to risk a straight on attack on this asshole, because if my blades couldn’t punch through the tank-like plating covering his brain can, I’d be in a bad spot. He’d be able to go at me with those whips and I’d have no response.

The whip wielder used his jets to streak toward me with his feet a few inches above the ground. I barely dodged the furious slashes of his whips and deflected one of his attacks with the back side of my soul blades. Despite my heightened speed and weapons built in my armor, the tip of the lash I parried bounced off my faceplate in a spray of sparks.

The murder trooper landed heavily on the ground in front of me, braced himself, and then prepared for another attack. His landing had left twin craters in the spongy jungle earth, and I guessed that this fucker must have weighed a couple of tons with all that armor and the massive jetpack on his back.

Inspiration lit a lightbulb inside my skull.

I swiveled away from the next pair of whip attacks as I jumped back into the last full squad of Dominion regulars. My retreat confused the troops, and they wasted a precious second trying to react to my presence. I backpedaled and cleared the far edge of the unit to put the gray-clad soldiers between me and their murderous buddy. Just beyond their formation, I braced myself and squeezed the trigger on my stolen weapon.

The Dominion guards never had a chance. The oversized bolt hammer bullets slammed into their lightly armored bodies as the murder trooper ignited his jets for another charge at me. The bullets transformed the men into gory geysers as the monomolecular filaments tore them to pieces. In the blink of an eye their butchered remains coated the ground ahead of me like chum floating on the ocean.

Dumbass.

The murder trooper wasn’t fazed by the utter destruction of the Dominion troops in the slightest. He came at me hard and fast with his jets shooting him across the distance between us far too fast for my comfort. He landed right in front of me and raised his whips for a dual attack that might’ve sliced me into ribbons if my plan had failed.

Unfortunately for the jet troopers, his heavy heels had landed in ground gone soggy with blood, and the soles of his boots could find no purchase on the shredded flesh, chipped bone, and puréed organs splattered across the jungle floor in front of me. He windmilled his arms for a moment, trying to gain balance, and then crashed onto his back before he could think to fire his jets to stabilize himself.

“Whoever’s redesigning you pukes should give you bigger brains instead of more armor,” I snarled as I pounced on the downed murder trooper. The soul blades on my right hand slammed into his left elbow joint, tore through the actuators, and severed the limb with a single clean stroke. His whip and the lower half of his arm spun away and carved a burning trail through the jungle’s undergrowth as soon as I pulled my blades free of him, and I heard the distant sound of Seymour cackling in my mind.

The armored fuckstick tried to raise his right arm to swing his last whip at me, but I dropped on it with my left knee before he could complete the movement. Then my soul blade sliced through the armor covering his bicep with a sharp squeal and his hand went limp a second before the fiery whip sputtered and died.

“We need to move!” Kira shouted in my ear. “The fire’s going to kill us if the Dominion doesn’t.”

“Go east,” I shouted back as I shoved my soul blades under one of the murder trooper’s armored plates, “we can’t let the fire cut us off from the base.”

The trooper groaned as I pried open his breastplate, cast aside the useless piece of armor, and searched for the life support canister. Most of his torso was taken up by the canister containing his organs and brain, and the life support equipment to keep those functioning. But there was something else inside as well. A small black obelisk covered in glowing green symbols connected to the brain can by a pair of copper wires. I reached into his chest and the black-and-green object rose toward my hand like a magnet drawn to the North Pole. I plucked out the black component and tucked it into a pocket of my combat harness. Then I ripped out the life support canister and stood up, ready for more.

I drove my blades through one wounded soldier after another as I stalked across the battlefield. It wasn’t killing, it was just butchery, and Seymour held his count even after I’d reached a total one hundred and twenty-five souls harvested.

“Syrl!” I shouted over the din of battle. She’d shredded a full fire team of Dominion regulars while I’d been fighting the jet trooper, and her body was covered in dripping splashes of red, green, and yellow blood. Her black eyes gleamed like gemstones in the white mask of her quilled face, and gore dripped from her spiked hands as she turned to face me. “We’re going east. Can you get word to your men?”

She nodded and then backhanded a soldier who’d had the bad fortune to stumble out of the smoke and into the warrior woman’s path. The spikes covering the back of her fist peeled his face off like a bad Halloween mask, and she flicked the mess aside as she strode toward me.

The handful of remaining troopers turned tail and fled. They didn’t get five yards before I unloaded the last of the stolen weapon’s ammo into them. One minute, they were fleeing through the moonlight, the next they’d been reduced to a shower of meaty chunks and a fine pink mist hanging in the smoky air. No one attacks my people and gets to go home in one piece.

Syrl whistled loudly, and her spider sprang through the forest to join us. She raised her spiny fist, and I bumped it with my own armored knuckles.

“Holy fuck,” I said, surprised. “You’re the first person I didn’t have to teach that two. How did you—”

“A girl has to have her secrets,” she grinned at me, and then leaped up onto the spider’s lowered head.

We sprang into the howdah together, just as Kira opened her hand to receive her returning drones.

“We’re clear,” she said. “The drones don’t see anyone else out there.”

Myrin cleared the magazine from her rifle and replaced it with a loaded one before she coughed and wiped soot away from her nose. Her eyes were red and watery, but she didn’t complain. She was a trooper, through and through.

“How the fuck did they find us?” Myrin growled. “That’s twice now they’ve dropped in on us with no warning. How are they doing it?”

“I think they’re doing it with this,” I sighed as I pulled the obelisk from my combat harness. It jittered and twitched between my thumb and forefinger as if trying to turn its tip toward my chest. I didn’t want to go into a whole story about how this little piece of shit looked exactly like the Soulforge floating in the impossible space inside Seymour, so I just said, “I think it can track my armor.”

I also didn’t want to go into the long history lesson of what I knew about Koroshi’s past. I didn’t want to talk about how the ship that looked an awful lot like Seymour had landed here millions of years ago and tinkered with the Baburuku until they turned into blood-worshiping giants capable of harvesting souls. I didn’t want to talk about the reaper carvings I’d found inside their temple, or about how I’d had a vision of a dude who looked a lot like me warning me about the end of this particular world.

The truth was, I didn’t want to think about any of that shit either. But, it had to be the truth. The Dragon Queen hadn’t just stolen the secrets of transforming people into monsters from the Baburuku, she’d stumbled across the technology that Seymour’s ancestor left here. Somehow, the crazy bitch had put two and two together and was using it to hunt me down.

Kira pried the obelisk from between my fingers and raised her eyebrows. She turned it over and over, then handed it back. The black stone jumped out of her grasp and into my hand when it was six inches away as if I had used some sort of Jedi force power to pull it to me.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” she said. “You think that’s really it? Why would a mad scientist way out on the end of nowhere have developed the technology to find you?”

“I don’t think it was specifically designed to hunt me,” I said with a shrug. “But I think there are some similarities between the technology in my armor and the tech used by the Baburuku. The first murder troopers we ran into probably weren’t even hunting us, they were hunting baboons. Shit, she might still think she’s hunting baboons. Of course, the murder troopers might have been sending data back, so maybe she is hunting me. I’ll be sure to ask her while Syrl is pulling her head off.”

We’d left the smoke behind, but the flames were burning bright behind us. It wouldn’t be long before this stretch of jungle was burned to the ground. We’d killed the Dominion troopers, but we’d also increased their scorched earth boundary.

“That’s not great,” Myrin said. “If they can keep sending those black troopers after you, it’s only a matter of time before the next batch shows up? What are we going to do about that?”

“We’re kind of fucked here,” I said. “The Baburuku won’t show up until tomorrow morning, and that’s if they don’t get caught in the forest fire and have to turn back and find another route to reach us. But you’re right, we can’t hang around waiting for our giant baboon buddies to come and knock down that wall because the Dominion is going to hit us again, soon. I think our only chance is to strike at the base right now.”

We’d reached the end of the jungle by the time I finished my speech. The spider stopped before plunging onto the barren plains surrounding the Dominion’s base. From a distance, the whole place looked quiet and peaceful. There were no warning lights flashing and no klaxons blaring. If we hadn’t just been attacked by a whole swarm of bad guys, I would have sworn they had no idea we were coming to kick their asses.

But that didn’t mean anything. They knew we were here. They knew we were coming, and they were ready for us.

“I don’t like this,” Myrin said. “We’ve got a mile of dead ground between here and the wall. How many shots you think they’ll get to take while we scamper over there?”

She was right, but that didn’t change anything. If we waited out here, the Dominion would send another set of murder troopers out to beat the shit out of us. We’d probably kill that group. Maybe the next one, too. But they’d just keep coming. I had no idea how many people or monsters the Dragon Queen had inside that wall. Eventually, they’d beat us down with raw numbers.

“We have to do this,” I said. “We can’t outrun them if they can track me. We need to get in there, kill these fucks, wipe out their data cores, and we need to do it fast.”

Syrl nodded at my words, and Kira shrugged as if accepting my analysis of the situation. Myrin pursed her lips and crossed her arms over her chest. She stared at me and chewed on her lip for a moment, then snarled in frustration and banged the side of her fist against my armored chest.

“Goddamnit, you’re right,” she snapped. “I hate it, but you’re right. Fuck it, let’s put our stomping boots on and take care of business.”

I stared at the base, but it was too far away for me to get a good look at its defenses.

“Kira, send one of your drones over there,” I said. “I want to know what we’re running up against before it hits us.”

Myrin took up a position to Syrl’s right, crouched in the howdah, and raised her rifle into a firing position. She scanned the Dominion base through her long-range scope and her left eye squinted as she took in the world through her right.

“No troops on the ground,” she said, frowning. “They must have pulled back to protect the base.”

“Or they think the troops they sent out finished the job,” Syrl said. She flexed the fingers on her left hand and the bone white quills emerged from her blood-stained skin. She glanced over her shoulder at me and a row of armored spines emerged from her back. “I’ve never felt power like this. What you’ve given me is amazing.”

“Ah,” I said with a slight chuckle. “I bet you say that to all the boys.”

“No,” she said with a smirk. “No other men are like you, Jay. I am looking forward to our next session of lovemaking. Perhaps I will gain more powers?”

Before I could answer her, the jungle shook, and I turned in my howdah to see what was about to climb up our asses. The trees swayed as something hurried in our direction, and I drew my assault rifle from its shoulder clamp.

“What the hell is that,” Myrin gasped. She had her right eye glued to her sniper scope and her rifle trained on the jungle. “Holy shit.”

The trees splintered apart to reveal a massive creature clad head to toe in golden armor. The Baburuku had arrived.

“You’re a sight for sore eyes,” I called up to the Baburuku. “I thought we were going to have to do this without your help.”

“You began your attack much earlier than we’d discussed,” the Baburuku said and showed me a mouthful of gleaming white teeth. “I’m merely the forward scout. The rest of my people are coming, but they are hours behind us. It’s a shame you had to burn down half the jungle on your way, but it gave me an easy way to find you.”

I gave the Baburuku a quick rundown of our current shitstorm, and he nodded his head gravely.

“Very well,” he said. “If we must attack now, I will help you breach the wall. I will send word for the others to quicken their pace. Perhaps they will arrive in time to serve as surprise reinforcements.”

“Then let’s get to it,” I said. “The terrain is shit for an assault, so our best shot is to hit hard and fast. Can you keep up with these spiders?”

“Try to keep up with me.” The Baburuku snorted, lowered his head, and charged.

“You heard the big guy,” I shouted to Syrl. “Go!”

Both spiders shot forward, and their long legs carried them with effortless grace and speed over the clear terrain. But as fast as the spiders were, they could barely keep up with the charging Baburuku. The overgrown baboon was shockingly fast, and he soon put more distance than I was comfortable with between us.

He will serve as good wall fodder.

“I’ve got something,” Kira said. The lenses inside her chrome goggles shifted and whirred for a moment as she adjusted the focus on her drone’s camera. “Three emplacements, across the base of the wall facing us. They don’t look like guns, more like nozzles. Not sure what I’m seeing here.”

The Dominion wanted to keep the area surrounding their little playground clear of any undergrowth or trees, but from what I knew of their operation, these assholes didn’t like to do any real work. I didn’t think they’d send out troops armed with brush burners to keep the jungle at bay.

“Flamethrowers,” I said. “I’m sure they’ve got them all around the base. That’s how they keep everything burned down to stubble.”

And that meant we were inside the range of those big, ugly weapons.

“Syrl,” I said, “be ready to go evasive. Those flamers could unleash on us at any time.”

I had no idea whether the spiders would be able to dodge flames, but I figured it was worth warning her just in case. If we wanted to live, though, we needed to take a much more proactive stance. We needed to take out those flamethrowers.

“Myrin, can you get a bead on any hoses or tanks connected to those fucking things?” I asked.

We’d crossed half the distance from the jungle’s edge to the Dominion’s base. If we weren’t in range of the flamethrowers yet, we soon would be. Every muscle in my body tensed as I imagined a wall of orange and red fire racing across the open ground toward us. The spiders were fast, but would they be fast enough to dodge that?

“Not yet, but soon,” Myrin said. “I should’ve brought the long-range scope. Didn’t expect to be doing much sniping.”

I clenched the edge of the howdah’s railing and watched the base grow larger on the horizon. Hungry red flames ignited in the mouths of the flamethrowers, tiny at this distance, but no less terrifying than if they’d been right next to me.

“Myrin, take out the one in the middle as soon as you can,” I barked as I fell back into a Sergeant Lucas mode. “Syrl, give us a serpentine course. We don’t want to give those things a clear shot at us.”

Syrl nodded and shouted to her warriors on our left flank. They shouted back, but I couldn’t hear what they said. Their words were lost in the wind rushing past us as the spiders surged forward as if aware of the danger. Shit, for all I knew they were aware of the danger. They seemed to understand Syrl and her people instinctively, so maybe it was more of that jungle provides bullshit.

“Almost,” Myrin said while she adjusted her aim. “Just a few more—”

The tiny spark at the foot of the base’s wall became a towering geyser of roiling flame. It gushed into the sky and arced toward us like a nightmare rainbow. Smoke streamed away from the back edge of the stream of fire like tattered wings that hid the stars behind a veil of darkness.

It was far more fire than I’d expected, and as it reached the zenith of its arc and plummeted toward the earth, my blood ran cold. The business end of the flame was a hundred yards across and its tail was a half-mile long.

Syrl snapped the spider’s reins and shouted a command. The enormous creature thrust all eight of its legs into the dirt and threw its body away from the fire with wild abandon. Myrin cursed as the sudden maneuver threw off her aim, and Kira yelped in surprise as the howdah tipped hard onto its right side.

I grabbed the back of Kira’s harness with my right hand and the far edge of the howdah with my left. We were tipped so far onto our side that Myrin and Syrl were both standing on the howdah’s right wall, bracing themselves for the moment when the spider’s legs lost traction and sent us all tumbling into the blackened ash.

The Baburuku dodged, as well, and threw himself into a tumbling slide as his feet lost traction on the ash-covered ground. His golden armor kicked up a black cloud as he plowed through the charcoal, and for a moment I lost sight of him.

The fire slammed into the ground to our left and exploded into dozens of sizzling streamers of white-hot fuel. The flames splattered across the side of our spider and transformed one of its legs into a grisly sparkler. The coarse hairs covering the spider’s carapace on its left side were instantly vaporized, and the air filled with a repulsive aroma. From my vantage, I saw the warrior’s spider lunge away from the flames, but I couldn’t see through the inferno separating us and had no idea if they’d survived.

“Up!” Syrl screamed, her voice piercing through the rumbling crackle of fire like a diving raptor’s hunting shriek. “Up or we all die!”

The spider chittered, a high-pitched noise that scratched at my ears, and righted itself. Its remaining seven legs churned the blackened ash beneath us into a choking cloud as it regained its balance and stormed away from the trail of fire.

The Baburuku emerged from the smoke and ashes and continued his charge on our right. His armor was streaked with black stains and one of his legs was covered with weeping burns, but the injury didn’t slow him one bit. He was pissed and wouldn’t stop until he’d had his revenge.

“Keep us close to the fire,” I commanded. “They won’t be able to see us through the flames. Hopefully, they’ll think they took us out. And if they don’t, maybe it will take them a while before they can fire that flamethrower again.”

Syrl nodded and jerked the spider’s reins hard to the left. The creature shuddered again but obeyed her command and stuck close to the line of burning napalm laid down by the Dominion base’s flamethrower.

“Steady,” Myrin said, “I’m taking a shot.”

She squeezed the trigger and her rifle barked out a short, sharp crack. The rifle’s muzzle spat a flash of flame that was mirrored a split second later by a spurt of white-hot flame from near the base of the wall.

“You missed?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Wait for it,” Myrin replied with her eye still on her target.

Flames gushed from one of the flamethrowers like a rocket’s thrusters. The fiery discharge blasted skyward and into a harmless corona of seething blue and white fire. One gun down.

“Nice shot!” I congratulated Myrin.

“Show’s not over yet,” she said with a grin.

A moment later, the next flamethrower detonated with an earth-shaking thump. Gouts of flame sprayed from its shattered ruins and across the ash-covered ground like serpents of fire. The final flamethrower transformed into a blossom of flame and smoke a split second later and our path was clear.

“Really nice shot!” I shouted.

“It’s almost too easy,” Myrin said. “Dumbasses left their fuel line exposed. All I had to do was light the fuse and the whole fireworks factory went up.”

We were less than a quarter-mile away from the wall now. Someone inside had gotten smart and killed the fuel to the flamethrowers, or maybe Myrin’s first attack had taken out the tank inside. Whatever the case, the flames had died down, and our way was clear.

The Baburuku roared and skidded to a halt. He motioned for us to stop, and the spiders hunkered down on either side of him. As soon as we were in position, he raised his hands over his head, then slammed them down hard on the ashen plain. The impact kicked up a circle of ash a hundred yards across and the ground shook like we were standing at the epicenter of a major quake.

The earth split in a straight line that started at the Baburuku’s palms on the ground and extended all the way to the Dominion’s wall. Magma burst from the enormous crack and raced toward the base like an angry earthquake-snake.

A plume of smoke and fire rose from the base’s fortifications. The wall shattered with a sound like the world’s biggest China cabinet tossed down a flight of stairs. Lava splattered onto the wall on either side of the gaping hole and cooled into blackened scabs.

“Your way is clear, Reaper!” He shouted. “But I must rest for a moment to recover my strength. Calling on Koroshi’s aid has taken much from me. Fear not, the blood of the world will not harm you or yours.”

“You heard him,” I shouted, “let’s take the fight to these fuckers.”

Syrl snapped her reins, and the spider charged forward alongside the crack in the earth. Smoke still leaked from its depths, but the crack was dark and no magma spurted from it. I don’t know how the big baboon had done it, but we were in no danger of being flash fried by hot magma as we shot through the gap in the wall and entered the base.

The Dominion hadn’t been so lucky. The combination of Myrin demolishing their flamethrowers and the Baburuku blasting everything to shit with his lava trick had left the ground just inside the shattered wall littered with a bunch of charred Dominion soldiers. Their gray uniforms were scorched black, and their flesh had cooked right off their bones.

“We’ve got company!” Kira shouted.

The Dominion might have been shocked by our new buddy’s trick, but they weren’t giving up the fight. There was a guard tower to our north, and another to our south. Both had spilled armored warriors out of their open doors, and the fuckers charged straight at us.

“I’ll take the north,” I shouted. “Myrin and Syrl, clear the dickheads coming out of the south tower. Kira, stay put with Syrl’s warriors and hold the gap. Let me know if you see anything we need to kill.”

With my orders given, I hurled myself out of the howdah and sprinted along the wide top of the base’s wall. I didn’t wait to see if anyone would follow my commands because I knew my companions would trust my judgment. It was the only thing that would keep us alive.

There were no black-armored murder troopers to greet me in the mob from the north tower. They’d sent a swarm of gray regulars, their faces pale inside their flimsy helmets and their arms shaking as they unshouldered their weapons.

As I charged toward them, they all dropped to one knee and brought their weapons to their firing positions. There were so terrified they’d fallen back on training that was going to do them no good here. I wasn’t another unit of regulars they could whittle away with concentrated fire. I was their worst fucking nightmare.

With a roar, I jumped over the plane of their weapons. To their credit, they didn’t spray bullets wildly. They fired a single short burst of three rounds, and not a single one landed on me.

I caught the first trooper with a backhanded slash of my soul blades that shattered his helmet and split his skull wide open to reveal the pulsing, gnarled mass of his brain. The second Dominion soldier went down with his chest ripped open from his left shoulder to his right hip and all of his important internal bits squirting out of the ugly slash I’d carved across his body. A third soldier caught my knee blade with his groin and screamed as I sliced off his junk and carved his leg half off his body.

The troopers tried to reorganize after my initial assault. They fanned out in an attempt to encircle me, but I wasn’t having any of that bullshit. One of the dumb saps got too close to my left side, and I grabbed the barrel of his rifle before he knew what was happening. I jerked him toward me and drove my right arm forward at the same time so that my soul blades slammed through his face and punched out the back of his head in a chunky spray of brains and bone. I pivoted and whipped him around me to crash into an asshole on my right. The impact knocked the second soldier to his knees, and I flung the dude impaled on my blades into the wall hard enough to crack his spine as I drove my knee through the kneeling guard’s chest.

This is most impressive. Please continue the excellent work, I look forward to my upgrade. By the way, behind you.

“Not today,” I snarled at the trooper who was coming at me with a high-tech polycarbonate machete. He panicked and swung too soon, a blow I easily avoided by taking half a step to the left. Off balance, he had no chance of avoiding the kick that shattered his left knee or the pile-driver punch that drove my soul blades through the back of his neck.

The rest of the troopers suddenly had other places to be and they kept their weapons trained on me as they retreated back toward the tower.

“Hey, guys,” I said, retracting my soul blades and holding my hands up. “Where is everybody going? You’re going to hurt my feelings if you leave the party just when it’s getting good.”

In response, they fired wildly, turned, and ran.

The unfettered souls still surging through my veins gave me the burst of speed I needed to catch the bolting guards easily. I kicked the legs out from under the first one, and knocked him into his pal, who collapsed against another trooper. They screamed in panic as they tumbled, and I stomped in their skulls as I chased after the faster Dominion thugs.

They’d almost reached the door when their luck ran out. Ten seconds, three ruptured hearts, four femoral separations, two traumatic trepanations, and five slashed throats later, all the Dominion troopers were down.

Who’s a good avatar? That’s right, you’re a good avatar.

“Fuck you,” I muttered. I didn’t want to admit it, but that fight had felt good. The Dominion had every death coming to them and delivering the pain didn’t bother me in the slightest.

“How we doing?” I barked, loud enough to be picked up by the comm gear in my ear.

“South tower’s clear,” Myrin said. “That was fun.”

“Regroup on Kira,” I said.

As I returned to the patiently waiting spiders. Myrin and Syrl had killed almost as many of the guards as I had, and we hadn’t taken a single casualty. We still had all of Syrl’s boys and girls, and the Baburuku would show up before long.

Our assault was going well.

And that bugged the shit out of me.

“Where the fuck are the rest of the murder troopers?” I asked the ladies. “This place was supposed to be full of monsters and bad guys, right? But so far all we’ve seen are the rank-and-file pukes.”

“Don’t be such a sourpuss,” Myrin said as she nudged me with her elbow. “Gift horses and all that Kentucky bullshit you like to tell us, right?”

Enemy vessels on approach vector. Two hours until contact. Whatever you’re doing down there, get it done. Otherwise, you’re going to miss this glorious space combat and I’ll have to take care of it all by my lonesome. We wouldn’t want that, now, would we, Avatar?

“All right, then,” I said. “Syrl, tell your warriors to find the power station and put it out of commission. We’re wiping these motherfuckers out. Syrl’s got a Dragon Lady to kill. Seymour tells me things are about to get very hot around here.”
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Chapter 13

We hadn’t gone far before the Dominion troopers finally got their shit together. Small squads took shelter near the barracks and fired at us as we advanced toward the dragon factory. Their automatic weapons chewed divots in the wall and punched a few holes in the spider’s carapace but the damage they caused was nowhere near enough to stop us.

And all that shooting really pissed off the spider.

The monstrosity leaped up onto the roof of the barracks like something out of a black and white Japanese movie. It lunged down, sliced its enormous jaws through the space between buildings, and then pulled its blood-covered head up to cast aside the lower half of a now-dead soldier. It stabbed down into the gap with its remaining front leg and speared one Dominion trooper after another like a tribal fisherman with a bucket of trout. With an ear-shattering screech, the monster raised its chitinous limb and shook the four troopers impaled upon it with the viciousness of a terrier mauling a rat. The troopers’ bodies flew apart like mangled rag dolls, raining blood and viscera down on their allies.

“Goddamn,” I said, “that spider is fucking pissed.”

With the spider tearing the fuck out of the troopers near the barracks, and the warriors on their way to destroy the power station and drop the force screen, the four of us were free to go after the research station.

“Leave the spider,” I shouted. The big bug was deadly as fuck, but it was also a huge target. The four of us on foot would have an easier time making it to the factory without drawing fire from every quarter.

Syrl jumped off the howdah as the spider fished more troopers out of their hiding places. I followed the huntress, and the Alari sisters were hot on my heels as we hit the ground running.

“Two fire teams northeast of us, closing in on the research station,” Kira relayed the information she was getting from her drones. “I count four converging on our target. It’s about to get hot.”

The sounds of gunfire behind us reached a fever pitch as the panicked troopers unloaded everything they had on the spider. I hoped it took them all out before it gave up the ghost. It had been a hell of a fighter.

With the energy Syrl had leeched from my overloaded body, all three of the ladies had no trouble keeping up with me. Syrl’s long dark legs flashed silver as the spiral tattoos covering her body gleamed in the moonlight. Myrin and Kira raced alongside me on the left, weapons harnessed, moving with impressive grace and speed.

We were like a pack of wolves as we charged toward an unsuspecting herd of sheep.

A loud pop rang out through the base, and the blue glow of the force screen died. The warriors had done their job. I imagined they’d finish their night trying to rack up as many Dominion kills as possible. I grinned at the thought of those angry mutants smashing the shit out of every Dominion asshole who dared to cross their path.

Should I drop out of orbit to help clean up this mess?

“No,” I muttered. “I’m holding you in reserve. If I need you, you’ll know it.”

Very well.

“On the left,” Myrin shouted and yanked her rifle into position without breaking stride. “I’m suppressing!”

She rattled off a long burst from her assault rifle that caught a member of the fire team racing out from between two buildings as we ran past the gap between the buildings. Her bullet punched through his left cheek and exited his right temple. Both of his eyes shot from their sockets and sprayed the opposite wall with a green stain of blood and brains. The rest of his team froze in their tracks and doubled back with terror in their eyes. These weren’t hardened frontline Dominion warriors, they were the backwater versions that had probably never been attacked.

And now we were going to rip their cherry assholes wide open.

“Grenade out!” Kira shouted and lobbed a deadly softball over their heads and into the path of the retreating Dominion troopers.

We’d already passed that fire team when the grenade went off, and the explosion transformed their gray-clad bodies into a greasy mist. A few unfortunate bastards survived, and their screams pierced the night. That’d give the rest of them something to think about.

One of the fire teams reached the research station at the same time as we stormed out of the darkness. Myrin sprayed the rest of her assault rifle’s magazine into their bodies, and the wounded men tried to fire back, but panic threw their aim off. Those who hadn’t been caught by Myrin’s attack formed up as their training had taught them, which was a terrible mistake.

In the blink of an eye I had both of the bolt hammers drawn and fired. One deadly round caught a trooper in the head, and the second caught another poor bastard in the thigh. The headshot uncoiled first with a sound like a kid’s top zipping across a table, and the monomolecular filament lashed out just below eye height, slicing through the skulls of the men to my target’s left and right. The second shot popped off a split second later, hacking the legs off the rest of the fire team.

“Should have called in sick to work today, boys,” I said, as I approached the wailing injured and ended their lives with quick stabs of my soul blades.

You have two hundred and twenty-seven souls harvested, Jay. I am very impressed.

“Believe it or not, that means a lot to me,” I muttered. “Feel free to tell me how awesome I am anytime the mood strikes you.”

Ohhhh great and powerful Avatar, I am awestruck by your ability to both murder idiots and have sex with beautiful women. The only thing more awesome than your killing spree is the length and girth of your penis. Is that what you want to hear?

“Now you’re just being sarcastic,” I chuckled under my breath as I rounded a corner and saw the main research building’s door.

I’m not joking, Jay. Didn’t you hear me say ‘murder?’ I never joke about something so important.

The research station had a pair of heavy metal doors with massive ring handles on their faces. It would have looked more at home on a medieval fortress than in the middle of a high-tech Dominion base. The Dragon Queen must take her name very seriously.

“Everybody inside,” I said as I grabbed the right ring and wrenched the door open. “I imagine we're going to have a lot of company, very soon.”

The interior of the research station looked exactly as I’d imagined a science-fiction lab facility would look. The wide hall’s walls were painted a stark, flat white. The ceiling looked like a smooth piece of laminate that was the same shade of institutional blandness and it shed light from glowing panels that otherwise matched the color of the ceiling perfectly. The only break in the white color scheme was the black cracks between the floor’s tiles, which formed a perfect grid ahead of us.

“We need to block this door,” I said. “We don’t have time to fuck around with killing every Dominion trooper running around the place. We have to get in, kill the Dragon Queen, and then get the fuck out of here before they can overwhelm us with numbers.”

This is a terrible idea, Jay, and exactly why I don’t compliment you. You forget about the murdering of idiots and focus on things that don’t matter, like not murdering all who need murdering.

“Don’t worry buddy,” I hissed. “There is going to be a lot of that going on.”

Myrin and Syrl headed down the hall and kicked open the first door on the right in search of something to barricade the door. Kira stayed next to me, her eyes narrowed thoughtfully.

“Did you say something?” she asked me.

“No,” I answered, and I realized that she must have heard me whisper to Seymour.

“Okay, we can’t leave Koroshi until the Heresy transport ship arrives,” she said. “We have to get Syrl’s people out of here.”

I glanced down the hall to make sure Syrl was out of earshot and then leaned down close to Kira.

“Listen,” I said, careful to keep my voice low enough it wouldn’t pick up on the earbud comms unit. “I get it. We promised to get those people to safety. But the Dominion knows we’re here, and they’ve got ships inbound, as well. If we stay here, none of us are getting out.”

Kira looked like she was about to launch into a speech, but then she caught sight of Syrl and Myrin approaching with a heavy bench carried between them. They wedged it across the doorway and then shook hands and grinned at one another.

“It’s not much, but it’ll have to do,” Syrl said. “The office only had this for furniture, not even a desk. It doesn’t look like anyone’s used this part of the facility for a long time.”

I furrowed my brow at that. Something about this place wasn’t adding up. Syrl escaped from the smaller Dominion base years ago. The Dragon Queen had already been siphoning off resources and experimental subjects at that point, which meant she’d had plenty of time to siphon off more. This base should have been swarming with gray-clad Dominion soldiers and sociopathic scientists researching ways to make new and exciting monsters.

And I hadn’t seen any of those, yet, either. Where the fuck was everyone?

“I’ll leave a little surprise,” Kira said. She pulled another grenade off her harness, crouched down in front of the doors, and looped a piece of string around each of the handles and through the grenade’s pin. She wedged of the grenade itself between the center of the doorframe and the bench. “Anyone opens the door up, they’ll be a fine mist a few seconds later.”

“Good thinking,” I said, as I led them down the hallway. We peeked into doors as we passed them, but most of them were either empty or clearly disused. I wondered if the Dragon Queen had been cut off by the Dominion and now had to scrounge for supplies. But that didn’t make sense either. If the Dominion had stopped sending supplies, they sure as hell wouldn’t have sent a battle wing out here to rescue a failed lunatic scientist.

When we reached the first intersection, I looked left and right to weigh our options. Before I could decide, a woman’s voice crackled through hidden speakers in the ceiling.

“You should go left,” she said. “We closed most of the right wing when the soulless were relocated to the larger laboratory.”

Syrl stiffened next to me, grabbed my arm, and leaned in close to hiss in my ear.

“That’s her,” she whispered, “I know it.”

I nodded and closed my hand over hers. She nodded back to me, and the hate I saw in those deep, black eyes made me want to never be on Syrl’s bad side.

“I’ve got a better idea,” I said, raising my voice. I wasn’t sure if she could hear me, but I figured it was worth a try. “Why don’t you stop hiding and come on out. We’ll have a chat. It’ll be fun. I promise.”

Her laughter, low and throaty, threaded with a tinge of maniacal intensity, popped through the speakers in response.

“Oh, you’ll see me soon enough,” she said. “But I thought you should know why all of this is happening. Aren’t you curious about my little project? After all, you have a great deal in common with some of my creations.”

All three of the women turned their heads toward me in surprise. Their mouths opened as if they were about to ask questions, but I shook my head, shrugged, and raised both hands up to my shoulders to indicate I had no idea what this crazy bitch was talking about.

Then I tilted my head to the left and gestured for them to follow me. We weren’t going to get any answers standing around in the hallway, and we didn’t have time to play guessing games. If the bad guy wanted me to go left, I was willing to play along until a better opportunity presented itself.

“All of this has been a happy accident, really,” the Dragon Queen continued as we walked down the hall. “If I hadn’t found an old scout probe’s data feed highlighting such deliciously distinctive energy readings from Koroshi, I’d never have convinced the Dominion to fund my research here. And then I never would’ve found the Baburuku and the Blood of the World.”

As the Dragon Queen finished, a large blackened window on our left suddenly erupted with light to reveal an immaculate, stark white room. It was a large square, thirty feet on a side. The white ceiling was covered in a winding maze of tubes and filter cartridges, and all of them converged on a glass chamber that dangled from a shiny chrome claw attached to the ceiling’s center. Below the glass chamber, a metal surgical tray supported a fluffy white creature that resembled a hybrid between an enormously fat rabbit and an oversized cat. Its long ears twitched, and its whiskers fanned out as it watched us with bulbous blue eyes.

Without warning, the glass chamber slammed down over the crabbit. The edges of the glass trap sealed perfectly around the edge of the surgical tray. The crabbit opened it mouth, gasping for air, but there was none to be had. It flopped onto its back and kicked up at the top of the glass cage in silent desperation, but the creature couldn’t budge its prison.

A clear tube connected the chamber to the mass of pipes and filters in the ceiling. There was a rushing sound as fluid gushed through those pipes and poured into the tube. A boiling, churning torrent of magma gushed down the tube and into the glass cage. The crabbit disappeared under the glowing lava though I could still catch a glimpse of its paws as it kicked futilely at the sides of the glass chamber.

I sense a great many unfettered souls, Avatar. You should prepare to consume them. Perhaps first you should find a bedroom or other convenient location for another healing session with your girlfriends. I’m sure they’ll be very excited.

Before I could explain to Seymour that we didn’t have the time I’d need to eat the souls, black out, and then play doctor with Syrl and the sisters, the sound of footsteps behind us interrupted my train of thought. I leaped across the hall from the sisters and Syrl, knowing my reactions were far faster than theirs and wanting a clear shot at whatever enemy presented itself.

The gray-clad Dominion troopers rushing toward us were shocked by my speed. They were even more shocked when I drew my bolt hammers and blasted a pair of deadly shells down the hall toward them. The shots slammed into the guards on either end of the densely packed formation approaching us, and the results satisfied me. Blood and gore splattered the hallway as dead and wounded troopers fell to the floor.

“We’ve got company!” I shouted as I advanced on the guards. I wanted to get close to them before they could recover and get their weapons into firing position.

“Lots of it!” Myrin shouted back.

I threw myself into the pack of guards with a flurry of attacks. I disemboweled one of them with a strike from a knee blade, opened the throat of another with a backhanded slash of my soul blades, and impaled a third on the tips of the other pair of soul blades. As I turned, another group of guards converged on us from the other end of the hall. Syrl charged toward them, bony armor bursting from her flesh as Myrin dropped to one knee, took careful aim, and fired controlled bursts into our enemies. Kira drew her own weapon and dropped down next to her sister as her drones zipped down the hall towards our enemies.

A trooper tried to get his assault rifle up to take a shot at me, but he was too close, and I was too fast, so I slammed my elbow into his temple and crushed his helmet against the wall to our left before he could even pull the trigger. His scream of pain transformed into a bloody gurgle as he fell, and my knee blade punched up through his sternum. Another pair of guards tried to run, but I grabbed their helmeted heads and slammed them together so hard the armored shells cracked like a pair of eggs. Their knees went weak, and they stumbled, slipping and sliding in the gore of their fallen friends. Before their bodies could hit the floor, I impaled them on my soul blades and tossed their bodies aside.

“Done on this end,” I called out, turning back toward Syrl and the sisters. “You got it covered?”

As if in response, Syrl lifted the last of the troopers overhead and snapped his spine over her knee.

“Clear!” Myrin called.

And then the glass window to her left shattered and a mutant rabbit from hell smashed her to the tiled floor.

Pity. There are no longer any unfettered souls nearby. That revolting creature must have them all.

The deformed beast had jagged incisors jutting from between its twisted lips and now stood eight feet tall at the shoulder. Its cute little bunny ears had become a frilled crest that rose from its head like a tattered crown. The demon crabbits front legs hadn’t grown as much the rest of the body, and the tiny little nubs dangled uselessly from its shoulders. Its back legs, on the other hand, were enormous, and one of them almost completely covered Myrin’s prone form.

Kira shouted in surprise and fired her assault rifle on full auto. The blast stitched holes up the side of the mutant rabbit, unleashing gouts of frothing pink blood and a horrendous, ammoniac stench. The thing was stinkier than it was ugly, which seemed impossible.

Syrl charged the creature from the other side, but it swung its oversized mouth toward her and gnashed its fangs to block her approach. She braked and sidled sideways as I closed in on the creature, looking for an opening.

“As you can see, the transformation technology of the Baburuku’s Blood of the World is most impressive,” the Dragon Queen droned on. “When properly processed, it can transform even the most timid of creatures into fearsome warriors. As Syrl can attest, the transmogrification can be quite dramatic.”

The Dragon Queen’s words startled Syrl and took her attention away from the giant rabbit at the exact wrong time. The creature lunged the instant it saw an opening and snapped its jaws closed around Syrl’s wrist. The huntress growled at the creature and drove her bone-spiked fist straight into its left eye.

The giant crabbit shrieked and tried to pull away from Syrl, but she didn’t let it go. Something in its head crackled as she dug her fingers deeper into its eye socket and burrowed toward its brain. Enraged by the pain, the creature reared up and dragged Syrl off her feet.

“Let her go!” I shouted as I leaped forward to slam my shoulder into the nightmare beast’s side. I followed up my tackle with a knee strike and plunged both sets of soul blades into the hellcrabbit’s body.

The mutant opened its mouth wide to unleash a wailing cry of pain and fury. Syrl took advantage of her arm being freed to grab the creature’s fur, and she hauled herself up onto the back of its head. The beast tried to shake her loose, but Syrl shoved her arm deeper into its eye socket so she wouldn’t be flung free from her prey.

Do not let the woman kill it. Harvest its souls for us!

“So selfish,” I muttered, and dragged my soul blades across the monstrous rabbit’s body in opposite directions. The massive wound I opened freed its bloated and twisted internal organs, and they slopped out of its body on a flood of foaming blood.

The beast tottered on its legs for a moment, then slumped to the floor with Syrl still on the back of its head.

Delicious work, Avatar. That cute little death bunny held ten souls, bringing your current total to two-hundred and sixty-seven unprocessed souls. Oh, this will be delightful.

Myrin choked and spluttered from the floor, raising a hand toward me.

“It’s always gotta be so gross with you,” she coughed. “Help a girl up.”

I took her hand and dragged her to her feet. She shook her arms out, and bloody goo flew from the tips of her fingers. She shook her head, then wiped her eyes on her shirtsleeve. Unfortunately, Myrin’s shirt was a bloody mess, and she only managed to smear red slop all over her cheeks and forehead.

“Let me help you,” Kira said as she stepped forward with a bandana she’d pulled from her pack. She cleared the goop off Myrin’s eyes and the rest of her face and then tossed the sodden bandana to the floor. “Better?”

Myrin nodded, and took a deep, shuddering breath. She retrieved her assault rifle from where it had fallen on the floor and did her best to clean the dead rabbit guts from its matte black surface.

“I’m fine,” she said before we could ask. “A little bruised, but I’ll live. Thanks for the assist.”

A strange, liquid burbling noise came from the walls and ceiling of the hallway. I looked up but couldn’t see anything that would make such a sound.

“What the hell is that?” I asked.

“As useful as the Blood of the World is in its refined state, it can also be very useful in its raw form,” the Dragon Queen said, sounding almost bored. “Before filtration, it acts much like lava. Hot. Deadly. Everywhere.”

I sense unfettered souls near your location, Avatar. Prepare yourself!

The system of tubes in the laboratory burst in a dozen places, spewing red-hot magma in every direction. The rumbling in the ceiling and walls around us grew louder with every passing moment. We’d walked right into a deathtrap.

“Move!” I shouted.

I raced farther down the hallway and prayed we could outrun the chain reaction of over pressurized tubes before we were drowning and burning in a river of magma.

The four of us ran for all we were worth. Our boosted energy carried us ten yards down the hall before the explosions began. Jets of orange-red liquid fire spewed from the walls behind us as curtains of magma poured from the ceiling. The section of the hallway where we’d fought the death bunny filled with slow-moving death, and the heat of its breath washed over us.

“She must be close,” Syrl snarled. “Why else would she have put these traps here? She wants to watch us die.”

A scratchy laugh crackled to the speakers in the ceiling. That sound pissed me off almost as much as the traps.

“Clever girl,” the Dragon Queen said, mocking Syrl. “You’re damned right I want to watch you die. You ruined everything. Though, I must say your armored friend there is most intriguing. Watching him has helped me prove one of my theories.”

I have no idea what this woman is talking about, but I suggest you find her and kill her as soon as possible. Her words are poison.

The rumbling in the walls had stopped, and the lava was cooling into a thick black scab on the floor behind us. I slowed to a walk, conserving my energy for whatever other surprises the bitch had waiting for us.

Another window lit up on our right. This one was smaller, eight feet tall by four feet wide. It contained an alien with almost fishlike features. Its bulbous eyes bulged from the sides of its head, making it almost impossible to read its expression.

I didn’t, however, have any trouble reading the pain on its face when a thick crystalline spike punched down from the top of the chamber and through the crown of its skull.

“As transformative as the Blood of the World is, it can be difficult to extract from Koroshi,” the Dragon Queen said. “You know how it is. The guardian wyrms do not like to part with the riches of the deep veins, and the Baburuku are most jealous of what can be easily obtained from the surface. Which is why I’ve needed so very many test subjects. Properly used, a tiny amount of the Blood of the World serves as a catalyst to extract a similar energy from any living creature.”

Find her. Kill her. She cannot be allowed to continue performing such abominations. We need these souls for our own purposes.

I could see why this was striking a chord with Seymour. It was all a little too close to home for both of us, and I had to agree that the Dragon Queen could not be allowed to give this information to the Dominion. This had to stop, and it had to stop now.

A thick slurping noise sounded from the illuminated chamber. A tiny drop of glowing fluid had fallen through the giant syringe plunged into the fish-man’s head. A split second later, more of the Blood of the World tainted with threads of green light flowed up through the syringe.

“There,” the Dragon Queen said, obviously satisfied with herself. “I just transformed a tiny amount of the Blood into a much greater quantity of a similar substance. Of course, it’s left our poor test subject here broken and mindless, but, he still has his uses even without a soul.”

Mechanical claws burst from the sides of the chamber and embedded themselves on either side of the poor fucker’s sternum. The claws retracted with a sound like a crab mallet breaking open a juicy claw and pulled the poor bastard’s ribs apart to reveal a throbbing cluster of internal organs.

Before he could die, surgical arms descended from the ceiling of the chamber and harvested his heart, lungs, and cracked open his head to scoop out his brain. In a few seconds, the organ harvesting procedure was over, and all that was left in the chamber was a lifeless husk.

“Let’s go,” I said. “We’re not stopping to look at anymore of this show-and-tell fuckery.”

We ran down the hall as we searched for our enemy. Every door we encountered was locked and far too sturdy for us to waste time battering them down. There were no more lit windows. Intersections were barred by thick piles of rubble and solidified magma. We were racing down the barrel of a gun, and I hoped we weren’t running toward the bullet.

“Aren’t you going to ask what I do with all of those yummy innards?” The Dragon Queen asked, mockingly. “I know you’re curious. You have to be dying to know.”

I already knew.

The Dragon Queen had taken thousands of test subjects from across the Dominion’s territory. She was using them to create greater and greater quantities of the Blood of the Earth to make bigger and bigger monsters. And then she used those she had drained to create a different kind of monster.

The murder troopers.

The hallway opened onto a catwalk overlooking a hangar-like chamber big enough to play at least three football games at the same time. Hundreds of stark white cylinders hung from the ceiling by thick, chrome umbilicals. The whole set up gave me the creeps and made me want to start lobbing grenades.

“Get ready,” I said, extending my soul blades. “This is going to get very ugly.”

“Ah, you have figured it out,” the Dragon Queen said. “That’s right, all of those organs went into my little friends that you’ve already met. These are my bloodhounds, trained to hunt down and destroy anyone or anything that stinks of the Blood of the World. Given more time, I could have purged this world of its guardians and cracked it open to siphon out all of its blood from the core. But you miscreants disrupted my plans.”

There was a roar of pressurized gas escaping from each of the hundreds of cylinders as they descended toward the floor. The front of each canister popped open and unleashed thick clouds of pink vapor when the cylinders stopped a foot above the chamber’s concrete floor.

In perfect unison, several hundred black-armored murder troopers stepped out of their birthing pods, stamped their feet, and prepared to kill us.
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Chapter 14

The ranks of murder troopers marched toward the staircase to my left. The lenses on their helmets flickered with bars of color and created a disturbing light show. These fuckers weren’t as fast as the other murder troopers, but if they reached the catwalk, even the second stringers would fuck us up.

With a curse, I charged to the stairs and dropped to one knee. My soul blades made quick work of the supports holding the metal steps to the catwalk, and a stomp sent the whole mess crashing down to the concrete floor below.

The murder troopers stopped and stared up at us as if unsure what to do next. There were two other sets of stairs on the far end of the catwalk, but so far the murder troopers hadn’t figured that out. I needed to get us out of there before they came up with a new plan, or we were toast.

I scanned the enormous room for exits and found a twenty-foot wide rolling door. It would have made a perfect escape route for us if it hadn’t been on the wrong side of a few hundred murder troopers.

“Kira, send one of your drones over to that door,” I said and pointed out the sealed exit. “I need to know where the open button is. And if any of you see another way out of this mess, speak up.”

Myrin scanned the room through her rifle’s scope while Syrl moved out to guard the nearest set of metal stairs that led up to our catwalk.

“There’s a control panel on the left side of the door, Jay,” Kira said. “But it’s a long, dangerous way from here to there.”

“Piece of cake. You three hang out here until I get the door open. Then run around the catwalk and meet me at the exit sign,” I said. “Warm up your drones’ cameras. You’re gonna love this.”

“Jay,” Myrin cautioned, but I was already in motion.

I sprinted across the catwalk, jumped onto the safety railing, and jumped over the heads of the nearest murder troopers. My boosted speed and strength turned my vault into a superhero leap that carried me safely to the landing spot I’d picked out.

My metal boots clanged against the top of an empty pod in the second rank, and my momentum pushed it into a swinging arc. The bottom lip of the pod swung into the chin of a murder trooper and slammed its head back between its shoulders. Its knees buckled after I’d hit it, and the metal monstrosity spat static as it probably ran diagnostics to figure out just how badly I’d fucked it up. The fucker’s brain was in its chest, sealed up in the armored cylinder with all its other organic goodies, but if it couldn’t move its head, it couldn’t see me. Mission accomplished.

At the far end of my pod’s swing, I leaped way and landed on another canister a few rows closer to the door. My new perch swung like a pendulum, but the effect was spoiled by asshole murder troopers who’d finally woken up enough to become a problem.

Their grasping hands weren’t strong enough to stop my swing, but they’d slowed it down enough my next jump only carried me one row closer to the door. By the time I landed on that pod, the murder troopers were already trying to climb it. Their clumsy bodies couldn’t reach me, but they’d stopped the canister from swinging at all.

“So much for the Tarzan plan,” I grumbled.

I could jump to the next pod without swinging, but the murder troopers had started to gather around me. It wouldn’t be long before the assholes would have the numbers to form a cyborg pyramid to reach me. Horizontal was out. I needed to go vertical.

My eyes picked out details on the ceiling as I climbed. A grid of inch-thick blue pipes covered the ceiling, and the metal bulbs mounted at each intersection told me this was the sprinkler system. A rough guess told me there had to be a few hundred sprinkler heads, which seemed like an awful lot of fire prevention, even for a military base. I hadn’t seen any fuel tanks or ammunition in the enormous chamber, and that made me wonder just what the hell made the builders so paranoid about fire in this room.

Before I could do any further research on the question, the murder troopers gathered around my position started shaking the pod below me. They shoved it hard to my left, then jerked it back to my right, which shook my left hand loose of the thick tubing.

“Assholes,” I grumbled and hauled myself up a couple more yards.

“You want me to shoot a few of them?” Myrin asked. “Might take the heat off you.”

“And put it right on you three,” I said. “No, stay put. You just gave me an idea.”

The murder troopers shook the pod again, and I took that as my cue to get the hell off that train. I did a Spiderman jump over to the next pod’s cable and monkeyed up to the ceiling before the dickheads could get their act together and shake me like a Polaroid picture again.

I tested my weight on the sprinkler system and decided it could hold my weight. Then I moved off the cable and dangled from the network of blue pipes while I searched for the next part of my ingenious plan.

Black electrical conduits formed a web above the sprinklers, so I pulled myself up closer to the ceiling and pushed the conduit aside with my head as I searched for the edge I needed.

The frustrated murder troopers ripped down a pod, and it crashed to the floor. It also left behind a dangling length of hose that led to what I’d been looking for.

The tube dangled from a thick ceramic valve housing, which in turn connected to a big pipe that looked an awful lot like the ones I’d seen in the room with the killer rabbit.

“Fucking perfect,” I said and reached out to open the valve.

A thick gurgling noise that sounded very familiar rumbled through the pipe above me. Then the severed length of hose writhed as a torrent of the viscous fluid poured through its insulated length.

Magma gushed out of the hose and poured onto the heads of the murder troopers gathered below me. The Dragon Queen had used the stuff to create these bastards, but in its unrefined state it was just as deadly to them as it would be to me.

The glowing red slop flowed over the black-armored troopers like honey, and their bodies warped and cracked as the intense heat went to work.

“Nice!” Kira exclaimed, and I had to agree with her. The hose wouldn’t stop all the murder troopers, but it was a start. I went hand-over-hand along the sprinkler system, severing hoses and opening valves as fast as I could, which was pretty goddamned fast, and by the time I reached the far edge of the room, a dozen gushing hoses had covered a thick swath of the floor in glowing red death.

But that wasn’t even close to enough for me. I turned ninety degrees to the right and continued my rain of mayhem until an L-shaped moat separated the bulk of the murder troopers from the door.

“Get across that, you fucks!” I shouted and shimmied down a tube in the last row of pods. Just like that, I stood before the door’s controls.

I shoved the handle up to the open position, and heavy motors somewhere in the ceiling pulled the door down into the floor.

“Goddamnit,” I grumbled. “Who makes a door that goes down instead of up?”

The speed escape I’d hoped to make would be delayed for a lot longer than I’d like. The door moved steadily into the slot in the floor, but the murder troopers were becoming more coordinated by the second. At least the moat would keep most of them well away from us.

“Let’s go,” I said. “Haul ass over here and be ready to run like hell when the door is down.”

I slashed through the neck of a murder trooper who’d been on my side of the lava and kicked his sightless body back into the deadly red stream. The molten rock chewed the trooper’s feet off in seconds and he spilled back into it with a sloppy splash.

The girls were halfway to me, and the door halfway down, when the murder troopers pulled their next bullshit trick.

The magma poured out of the hoses I’d slashed and the moat of lava grew wider by the second. But the murder troopers didn’t seem to give a shit. They’d formed up into neat, four-wide ranks, and marched straight into the lava.

The first troopers to hit the lava lost their feet and pitched forward to land face first in the river of death. Their bodies cracked wide open as the air sealed inside their armored torsos expanded from the heat. They died in seconds, and the second rank watched it happen in silence like they were less “murder troopers” and more “murder lemmings.”

Myrin, Kira, and Syrl reached me as the second rank of murder troopers walked forward and threw themselves on top of the dissolving bodies of their dead allies.

“What are they doing?” Kira asked as the third rank marched out onto the bodies of the second rank and pitched face first into the magma.

“Making a bridge,” I grumbled.

“Fuck,” Myrin groaned as she drew her rifle.

“Shooting will do no good,” Syrl said with a shake of her head. “There are still hundreds of them left. We need to run.”

I couldn’t agree with her more. The last few murder troopers who’d been on our side of the moat didn’t even try to attack us. All of them just rushed to the lava and threw themselves into it.

The door still had ten feet left before it would be gone, but I wasn’t waiting for it.

“Let’s go,” I said, and jogged over to the door. I formed my hands into a stirrup in front of me and nodded to Kira. “You first.”

Kira grinned and ran toward me. She jumped at the last second, and her foot landed in my hands. She felt light as a feather with my boosted strength, and I tossed her up to the top of the door. The purple-haired princess grabbed hold of the door’s lip and hauled herself over easily, and I motioned to Syrl.

“Come on,” I shouted, and we repeated the process. At the height of Syrl’s trajectory, she planted one hand on the top of the sinking door and vaulted across it like an acrobat.

The murder troopers completed their bridge, but the survivors marched toward me like they had all the time in the world. Their former clumsiness was gone. Whatever brains they had, they’d clearly put them to use.

“Ready or not,” Myrin shouted as she raced toward me. The door was down to eight feet now, and she hardly touched the door as she sailed up and over its top edge.

The murder troopers were closing in, but it didn’t matter. I’d be gone before they reached me. I jumped up, grabbed the top of the wall, and hoisted myself over its massive metal bulk. The instant my boots hit the floor, I started running.

I didn’t get far. Our escape route led to a wide road that was flanked on either side by the thirty-foot high backs of other buildings. And it dead-ended at another massive rolling door fifty feet ahead of us.

A door that was sealed up tight.

“Oh,” I said. “Fine, I guess we’re fighting again.”

I extended my claws, dropped into a fighter’s stance, and prepared to go down swinging.

The murder troopers were a handful of yards away when Seymour’s voice burst through my thoughts.

Duck.

I had no choice but to trust my murderous AI partner. I shouted the same warning to my allies and threw myself away from the army of murder troopers. I landed hard on my shoulder, rolled to gain more distance, and came up facing back into the building I’d just left.

“Grab some cover, ladies,” I shouted. “Shit is about to hit all the fans.”

Seymour hung in the air just above the walls. His arrowhead nose was angled down toward the opening I’d escaped through, and his cannon thrummed like a power chord from God’s own electric guitar. A blazing ball of plasma powerful enough to rip open a starship’s hull slammed into the charging phalanx of murder troopers.

A column of motherfuckers, four wide and ten deep, blew apart like a swarm of mosquitoes hitting a bug zapper. The roaring energy stripped their limbs free and cracked their torsos open to expose their delicate internals. Their organ canisters shattered in the heat of the burning plasma and the last living pieces of the murder troopers sizzled and burned away in the blink of an eye.

Those unfortunate enough to be on the edges of the blast fared little better. The seething discharge of power blasted away half their limbs, scattering them to flail and twitch like broken insects on the ground.

“Thanks for showing up. It’s good to see you.” My good feelings were short-lived. The surviving murder troopers had recovered from the initial blast and reorganized into a tight-knit formation for another charge.

Happy to help. Please stand by for extermination.

Seymour fired again, splattering thirty more of the murder troopers across the inside of their birthing chamber. A few salvos later, and he’d reduced the rest of them to molten slag and scattered spare parts.

“Ollie ollie oxenfree,” I shouted. “Your ride is here, ladies. Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

Seymour dropped a quartet of cables down and I grabbed hold of one as it coiled around my waist.

You know, I could have destroyed them all more efficiently, Avatar. If I wasn’t stuck with this single, unaugmented weapon. If there was an upgrade of some sort, just imagine how much more quickly I could have cleared the decks for you.

“Today is your lucky day,” I said.

Don’t tease.

“Nice work, boys,” Kira said as she raced to me and flung herself into my arms. “Very impressive.”

Myrin grabbed one of Seymour’s tentacles and motioned for Syrl to do the same.

“Yes, that was most adequate,” Syrl said with a grin. “Watching you fight is something else. You’re very… unorthodox.”

Seymour pulled us up into his belly and onto the flight deck. He’d provided four chairs for us and had thrown some tactical displays up on the viewport.

As you can see, the Dominion ships are closer than the Heresy carrier. We’re going to have to deal with them. Things are going better on the ground. Many of the Dominion forces were slaughtered by your spider, and Syrl’s warriors have been causing havoc throughout the base. The four of you also murdered quite a few, and now they’ve lost their most potent weapons. What is our next step?

“Relax for a few minutes, ladies,” I said. “I need to take care of something. I’ll be back in a minute.”

They watched me go, and I heard their conversation start up as soon as I stepped off the flight deck. They’d pitched their voices low enough their communications earbuds weren’t transmitting, so I assume they were talking about me.

Do you want me to tell you what they’re saying?

“Nope,” I muttered. “After what I just did down there, they can’t be saying anything but good things about me, let them keep their secrets. It’s not like we don’t have enough of our own.”

They’re not secrets, merely private information.

I entered the Soulforge and rubbed my palms together. I had two hundred ninety-three souls to spend, I just didn’t know on what.

“Let’s see,” I said with a grin. “What will I buy today?”

The Soulforge came to life and extended its interface block. I slammed my hand down on the glowing outline and gritted my teeth as the parade of dead flashed past my eyes. After the hallucinatory experience of downloading those unfettered souls, the regular souls I dumped out were almost a relief.

I bounced my eyes between the list of upgrades for me and those for Seymour.

“Eenie, meenie, miney, moe,” I started.

You’re an asshole, Jay.

“My mother would’ve said you are not the very best one,” I said. “But I don’t really give a fuck. Today is your birthday, Seymour.”

It’s not, in all actuality. I don’t know precisely the date of my —

“Figure of speech,” I said. I flicked my eyes toward the Seymour upgrade tree and it expanded before me. “Let’s see what we can upgrade you with.”

There were a lot of options available for upgrading Seymour, and I took a good hard look at all of them as I prepared to make my decision.

Armor:

Level 1-- Basic ship armor, capable of absorbing 1 missile impacts before repair is needed. COST: (ALREADY PURCHASED)

Level 2-- Medium ship armor, capable of absorbing 3 missile impacts before repair is needed. COST: 100 souls.

Level 3-- Advanced ship armor, capable of absorbing 6 missile impacts before repair is needed. COST: 250 souls.

Level 4-- Armor repairs itself and will recover all damage in 5 minutes. COST: 500 souls.

Level 5-- Armor repairs itself and will recover all damage in 1 minute. COST: 1,000 souls.

BLACK HOLE-- 75% of missiles will not detonate on impact with ship armor. Armor repairs itself and will recover all damage in 15 seconds. COST: 5,000 souls.

Shields:

Level 1-- Basic ship shield, capable of absorbing 10 high energy impacts every 30 seconds. COST: (ALREADY PURCHASED)

Level 2-- Medium ship shield, capable of absorbing 20 high energy impacts every 30 seconds. COST: 100 souls.

Level 3-- Advanced ship shield, capable of absorbing 30 high energy impacts every 30 seconds. COST: 250 souls.

Level 4-- 25% chance of reflecting non-explosive projectiles back at source. Capable of absorbing 40 high energy impacts every 30 seconds. COST: 500 souls.

Level 5-- 50% chance of reflecting non-explosive projectiles back at source. Capable of absorbing 50 high energy impacts every 30 seconds. COST: 1,000 souls.

DARK STAR-- 100% chance of reflecting non-explosive projectiles back at source. Reflected projectiles now seek targets and have a 25% chance of disrupting enemy shields. COST: 5,000 souls.

Speed:

Level 1-- Basic ship thrusters. Capable of galactic travel once every three months. COST: (ALREADY PURCHASED)

Level 2-- Medium ship thrusters 50% faster. Capable of galactic travel once every month. COST: 100 souls.

Level 3-- Advanced ship thrusters 100% faster. Capable of galactic travel once every two weeks. COST: 250 souls.

Level 4-- Advanced ship thrusters 150% faster. Capable of galactic travel once every week. COST: 500 souls.

Level 5-- Advanced ship thrusters 200% faster. Capable of galactic travel once every day. COST: 1,000 souls.

BIRD OF PREY-- Advanced ship thrusters 500% faster. Capable of galactic travel every hour. COST: 5,000 souls.

Cloak:

Level 1-- Ship can cloak for 10 minutes every 25 hours. Cloaking effect mirrors the background environment. Moving will disrupt the effect. Ship will still appear on radar and sensor systems. COST: 50 souls.

Level 2-- Ship can cloak for 30 minutes every 10 hours. Cloaking effect mirrors the background environment. Moving will disrupt the effect. Ship will appear on advanced radar and sensor systems. COST: 100 souls.

Level 3-- Ship can cloak for 30 minutes every 5 hours. Cloaking effect mirrors the background environment. Moving will not disrupt the effect. Ship will not appear on radar systems until weapons are used. COST: 250 souls.

Level 4-- Ship can cloak for 30 minutes every 2 hours. Cloaking effect mirrors the background environment. Moving will not disrupt the effect. Ship will not appear on radar systems even when using weapons. COST: 500 souls.

Level 5-- Ship can cloak for 30 minutes every hour. Cloaking effect mirrors the background environment. Moving will not disrupt the effect. Ship will not appear on radar systems even when using weapons. COST: 1,000 souls.

WRAITH-- Ship can maintain cloaking effect indefinitely. Ship will not show up on any radar, nor will weapon or missile fire. Ship can not be targeted by tracking missiles or AI weapons programming. COST: 5,000 souls.

Weapons:

Level 1-- Single plasma cannon. Shoots 2 pulses a second for 10 seconds. 10 second recharge. COST : (ALREADY PURCHASED)

Level 2-- Two plasma cannons. Each does 25% more damage than in level 1. Shoots 2 pulses a second for 20 seconds. 10 second recharge. COST: 100 souls.

Level 3-- Four plasma cannons. Each does 50% more damage than in level 1. Shoots 3 pulses a second for 30 seconds. 10 second recharge time. COST: 250 souls.

Level 4-- Single photon missile launcher. Fires one missile every 5 seconds. Missile tracks target. COST: 500 souls.

Level 5-- Two photon missile launchers. Each fires one missile every three seconds. COST: 1,000 souls.

POWER PROMINENCE-- Eight Plasma cannons. Each does 100% more damage than level 1. Shoots 5 pulses a second, no recharge. Four photon missile launchers. Each fires every second. COST: 5,000 souls.

Interior:

Level 1-- Single bridge room. COST: (ALREADY PURCHASED)

Level 2-- Captain’s quarters, quarters for two additional crew, and galley. COST: 100 souls.

Level 3-- Infirmary, armory, training room, and five additional crew quarters. Three drone servitors. COST: 250 souls.

Level 4-- Shuttle bay, mechanics station, VR simulation rooms, and five additional crew quarters. Ten repair drones - able to repair one internal component/day. COST: 500 souls.

Level 5-- Spa, pool, brig, and quarters for five additional crew. Twenty repair drones - able to repair two internal components/day. Four shuttle craft are grown and can be regenerated per week. COST: 1,000 souls.

DEATH CRUISER-- All rooms are more luxurious. Thirty android servitors. Thirty repair drones - able to repair three internal components/day. All kills made inside of or within 250 yards of the ship grant ten souls. COST: 5,000 souls.

AI:

Level 1-- Connect with Avatar to share thoughts and strategy. COST: (ALREADY PURCHASED)

Level 2-- AI becomes more powerful, and can operate weapons systems on the Death Ship with accuracy. COST: 100 souls.

Level 3-- AI becomes more powerful, and can handle close to unlimited operations. Bond with Avatar is stronger, and situational map is fed into HUD. COST: 250 souls.

Level 4-- AI accesses data feeds of all terminals within 1,000 miles. COST: 500 souls.

Level 5-- AI Accesses data feeds of all terminals within 100,000 miles. Bond with Avatar is stronger. COST: 1,000 souls.

WE ARE ONE-- AI and Avatar’s bond is complete. All souls spent on ship upgrades also apply toward Avatar upgrades. COST: 5,000 souls.

Armor would be good. Shields, too as I am sure you are about to thrust me into the teeth of a battle with a large and determined Dominion force.

“That’s true,” I said as I stroked my chin. “Which is why you’re not getting anything defensive. We’re going to fight, and we’re going to run, but I don’t want you getting into a slugging match with those shitfucks.”

I looked through the options I hadn’t discarded out of hand. Speed looked nice though I wanted to stay in this galaxy for a while. Later, when I’d kicked the shit out of the Dominion and had a nice fat bank of souls stocked up, we’d run through all the Speed upgrades in a big hurry and zip back to Earth. Until then, Seymour was plenty fast enough. He was quicker than most of the larger Dominion ships we had run up against, so I wasn’t worried about his speed.

Cloak was another defensive option, and it was even shittier for Seymour than it was for me. A spaceship that can’t move isn’t much use in a fight, and I didn’t want him to get any ideas about hiding when we should be fighting the Dominion. I scratched that off my shortlist and continued looking at the available upgrades.

“Hey,” I said. “This is cool. I’ll just pick interiors, and then Syrl will have a room, and the sisters will have a room, and then--“

If… If you wish.

“Just fucking with you big guy,” I said. “Let’s get you a brand-new gun!”

I selected the weapons option and a deep rumble passed through Seymour as the Soulforge went to work.

Ah, yes. My power grows! Our enemies will quiver with fear at my approach. Our arsenal will lay waste to those who would bar our path. None shall stand before us.

“Yeah,” I said. “Cool. I bet your dick feels bigger already.”

That’s not what I meant. I’m just clarifying that two guns are better than one gun. It’s even better than twice as good, because each of the guns is twenty-five percent more powerful than the single gun cannon.

“So you are saying that you have two dicks now, and they are each individually more powerful than your previous one?” I laughed.

Well… yes… that is what I am saying, Avatar.

“But wait,” I said. “There’s more!”

I hadn’t really expected to spend another upgrade on Seymour, but I needed him to be at the top of his game in this next battle. Two guns were good but being more accurate with those two guns was even better.

“Jay,” Myrin’s voice broke through my communications earbud. “Jay. You should come to the flight deck.”

“Just a second,” I said. “I need to finish something real quick and then I’ll be right there.”

I flicked my eyes toward the AI upgrade, but paused.

“This isn’t going to let you crawl even deeper into my head?” I asked.

You’re being paranoid. I’ll be just a bit closer to you after this. If we were at, say, an arm’s reach before this upgrade, we’ll be at, oh, I don’t know. A slightly more intimate range.

“Define—“

“Jay,” Kira broke in. “You need to come to the deck. Now.”

“Goddamnit,” I muttered. I selected the AI option, then turned and left the Soulforge. I headed toward the deck as I wondered just what the fuck everyone was so excited about.

My mind is expanded beyond all dimensions. I know all. I see all. I am aware of everything within you, Avatar. There are no secrets between us. We are—

“You better be fucking with me,” I muttered.

I am, in fact, totally fucking with you. Relax, Avatar.

All three of the women jumped from their seats as I entered the flight deck, and Kira wordlessly stabbed a finger at the viewport.

The viewport showed us the enormous building we’d been trapped against when the murder troopers came at me. At first, I wasn’t sure what I was looking at. Then I saw a series of thin black lines that sliced up the sides of the building.

“What the fuck is that?” I asked.

“That’s what we were wondering.” Myrin said. “It started a few seconds ago. Now it looks like the whole building’s been sliced into cubes. Even the roof’s been chopped up. I have no idea what’s holding it up.”

“Seymour,” I said. “Get us the fuck out of here.”

But it was already too late. I hardly had the sentence out of my mouth before the building exploded, and chunks of stone, concrete and steel rebar flew in every direction. Something massive banged off Seymour’s hull, and he spun wildly for a moment before he could stabilize.

A cloud of smoke and dust rose from the remains of the building, and for a moment I thought it had simply self-destructed. But then I saw shadows moving within the smoke.

Big, big shadows.

A dark blur scythed through the dust and Seymour narrowly avoided it with a quick jinking maneuver that hardly jostled any of us on the flight deck. Seymour’s upgrade had definitely improved his piloting skills.

The tentacle that had almost pulverized us whipped back into the smoke as quickly as it had emerged. A blast of wind cleared the worst of the fog from the air and revealed what we were up against.

Monsters. Enormous fucking monsters.
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Chapter 15

Another tentacle slashed at Seymour, but missed its mark as the deadly AI slipped out of its reach.

While playing got your nose with giant mutants is amusing, Jay, we have another issue. I detect incoming fighters. It appears the tip of the Dominion’s spear has arrived earlier than expected.

“Buckle up,” I said. “We’ve got fighters inbound. This fight’s going to have to wait until we clear the not-so-friendly skies of assholes.”

“No,” Syrl said in a deadly cold voice as she jabbed her finger at the monstrous shadows on Seymour’s viewport. “The Dragon Queen is down there. If I do not kill her now, she will slip away. I can’t miss this chance.”

“She’s right,” I said. “Seymour, give us a door. I’m going with Syrl. Take Myrin and Kira and deal with those fighters.”

“Jay,” Kira started, but I cut her off.

“When the fighters are cleared out, get your asses back here,” I said. “I’m sure I’ll need a ride out. Seymour, door. Now.”

These beasts are laden with souls, Avatar. Harvest them for our glory! I will babysit your wenches.

I grabbed Myrin and Kira by the wrists and pulled them close. I retracted my faceplate, leaned forward, and gave them both a quick kiss.

“I’ll be back,” I said. “I’ll always be back.”

A hole irised open in Seymour’s side, and Syrl and I dropped out onto the windswept roof of the research facility. Wind gusted at our backs as the sound from Seymour’s engines rolled over us.

The huntress and I were alone with the biggest freaks I’d ever faced.

The giant monsters raised their voices in berserk fury as they prepared to attack. The one on my left looked like an enormous cobra with bat wings extending from its body on spindly, clawed arms. Energy weapons mounted on the top of its hooded head gleamed ruby bright as a black tongue as long as a city bus lashed at the air in search of the scent of prey.

The creature on the right reminded me of a diseased, bipedal wolf. Its three arms, one on each shoulder and one from a puckered blister in the center of its chest, were all tipped by clawed clusters of crooked fingers with far too many knuckles. It, too, had beam weapons bolted to its head, one down the middle of its fanged snout, and two more on the outside edges of its lower jaw. Its eyes were multifaceted like a dragonfly’s, and they caught the crimson light from its weapons and transformed it into hellish rainbows.

But as frightening as those two freaks of nature were, it was the one in the middle that bothered me the most.

The massive slug-like creature I’d seen in the visions when I dumped the souls of the Baburuku into the Soulforge had gotten even larger. While the flying snake and the giant werewolf were fifty feet tall from the ground to the tops of their heads, the Dragon Queen’s favorite pet was twice that size. Enormous tentacles sprouted from the top of its head to thrash the air and almost clipped Seymour as he retreated. It had no eyes, but massive sensory pits glowed across its body, and they twisted as they searched for enemies. Racks of missiles studded the length of its body, and I knew it was only a matter of seconds before life got really unpleasant for Syrl and me.

“The bitch will be on the big one, right?” I asked Syrl.

“I’m sure that’s where she’ll be,” the huntress replied. “Are you ready?”

“You better fucking believe it,” I shouted and charged to the edge of the building.

I ripped my assault rifle off my left shoulder and fired at the giant slug. The magazine was empty before I reached the roof’s edge, and every bullet had hit home. I had no illusions about those bullets doing any real damage, but it did get the monster’s attention on me, which is right where I wanted it.

Syrl’s bare feet slapped the roof behind me as she raced to catch up. I leaped a split second ahead of her and drew my bolt hammers as I sailed toward the giant slug before me. One of its tentacles lashed out at me, but the beasts senses weren’t sharp enough to target anything as small as a human. The fleshy appendage swept toward my feet, and I lifted my legs to spring off it and arced toward the slug’s head.

I aimed the bolt hammers at a sensory pit I’d chosen as my landing spot and squeezed both triggers as fast as I could. The bullets slammed into the black, spongy material of the slug’s body and did their bloody red magic.

The expanding monomolecular coils shredded the titanic creature’s body and sent chunks of bloody meat flying into the air. I landed in the hole I’d created, knee-deep in blood and raw meat, and holstered my bolt hammers. Their magazines were empty, and I didn’t have time to reload.

Syrl landed next to me, her body bristling with bony armor. She’d transformed from a sleek, night-skinned huntress into the avatar of walking death.

“What’s the plan?” She asked.

“This,” I said as I extended my soul blades and dug into the top of the slug’s head. I didn’t know how far I’d have to burrow to reach its brain, or if it even had a true brain, and I didn’t care. I’d dig into this fucker until I found something important, and then I’d slice whatever I found right out of its body. If I was inside it, it would have a hell of a time targeting me with all those missiles on its back.

My plan would also protect us from the other monsters, who wouldn’t be able to attack us without damaging the slug. Score one for the little guys.

If the Baburuku got their shit together and showed up, maybe we’d be able to end this before the Dominion troops reached us and the real fight began.

Within seconds, Syrl and I were covered head to toe in sticky black blood. We’d gone from knee-deep to waist deep in the slug’s head, and it didn’t look like the creature had any defenses that could stop us from going even deeper. If we kept moving and slicing we could win this thing.

The winged snake screamed and sprang into flight. The flapping of its wings kicked up a storm of blood around Syrl and me, but it wasn’t trying to get to us. It was chasing Seymour, who I hope had enough sense to run from the goddamn thing rather than try to fight.

Sadly, I am in no position to fight. I must retreat. Good luck in your fight, Avatar. I will be sure to record your surviving memories and store them in a place of pride right next to your foursome with these alien women.

The slug let out an unearthly howl and lunged forward. Its massive body smashed through the research facility and flattened the hangar where I’d gone to war with the murder troopers. Then it reared up and swung its head toward the giant wolf monster. Its tentacles lashed around its ally’s chest and head, and it squeezed as if it had lost its mind and could no longer tell friend from foe.

“Keep fighting,” I shouted to Syrl, “we’re hurting it.”

She nodded and ripped a bloody chunk free from the slug’s head. Black goo oozed from the bowling-ball nugget of meat between her hands, and she chucked the whole mess over her shoulder.

“Where is she?” Syrl asked. “Why isn’t the Dragon Queen trying to stop us?”

I didn’t have an answer for that. The leader of this pack of mutants was somewhere on the slug, but she hadn’t shown up to deal with us personally. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing, or not. Maybe she relied on her pets to do the dirty work while she rode them around like a pretty little princess.

Or maybe she’d laid a trap for us, and we just hadn’t tripped it yet.

I shook my head. There was no point thinking about that. We were winning here. We had to keep stabbing, keep cutting, and eventually we’d get to something.

The wolfman’s giant hand closed around Syrl and me so fast neither of us had a chance to dodge out of reach. Apparently, the giant slug hadn’t used its tentacles to hurt the overgrown mutt, it had been asking for a little help to deal with the maggots slicing a tunnel into its brain pan.

The werewolf’s fingers crushed us together. My armor held up to the increasing pressure, but Syrl’s bony plates cracked and splintered against me. It would only be a matter of time before something in her broke.

I couldn’t see beyond the fist wrapped around me, but I could feel the movement as the monster lifted us high into the air. I couldn’t tell if it was about to drop us into its open gullet or hurl us toward the sky, but I wasn’t going without a fight. My soul blades were still out, and I dug in like a fat kid going at the Easter ham. I didn’t have much leverage, but my blades were so sharp they punctured the monsters flesh with ease. I sliced until I felt a bone, and then I sliced some more

Syrl ground the armored spines on her back into the beast’s hand, ripping and tearing at its palm with every motion. The tighter the creature squeezed us, the more damage it inflicted on itself.

“Take that, Fido,” I snarled.

I have to retreat beyond the research facility. There is something coming from the West. I can’t tell—

There was a terrific collision, and suddenly Syrl and I were falling. As we plummeted through the air, the wolfman fell as well, blood running from a wound in the side of its snout. Strange, fiery light filled the air as the glow grew more and more intense.

And then I saw what had caused the wound on the giant dog creature, and I howled with laughter.

The Baburuku had come. An enormous baboon clad in gold armor and wielding a flashing golden spear, reared up over the fallen beast. It screamed a challenge that split the air with the force of a cannon shot and drove its blazing weapon into the fallen canine monster’s gut.

Which is the last I saw of that fight because Syrl and I landed hard on the sloped edge of the giant slug’s back. Its spongy skin wrinkled beneath us and exuded a thick layer of foamy slime that sent us sliding toward a very nasty fall.

“Nope,” I snarled, and rammed my extended blades deep into the beast’s flesh. A wash of black blood gushed from the wound I’d created and sluiced some slime off my body. I’d arrested my fall, but I was a long way from safe. I still needed to crawl a good thirty feet up to the slug’s back, which was not going to be a walk in the park if it kept sliming all over the place.

Syrl’s fingers clasped my ankle and my soul blades ripped a bigger hole in the slug’s side.

“Sorry,” she gasped, twisting against the slug’s body. She braced herself against me, then dug the spikes on her knees and toes into the monster’s flank. “I’m good. Let’s finish this.”

We carved a pair of bloody trails up the slug’s side, ripping out divots of meat with every foot of ground we gained. It was tricky going, but we were making good progress until the monster decided to get crazy.

It reared up into the air and spun the top half of its body toward one of the Baburuku. The enormous baboon, its face covered by a skull-like mask and with a pair of glowing energy daggers in its hands, screamed in rage and raised its weapon’s high into the air. As massive as the Baburuku were, they were nowhere near the size of the slug. Its body was one hundred feet tall from ground to back, and it was a good five hundred yards long.

In addition to the size disparity, the slug was armed with rocket launchers and apparently knew how to use them. As the Baburuku threw itself at the Dragon Queen’s repulsive titan, a trio of missile launchers fired. The Baburuku howled, its battle cry mingling with the roar of the missile’s thrusters.

The poor fucker never even reached the slug. The missiles slammed into its armor and exploded with so much force the golden metal was ripped to shreds and scattered like a fistful of foil confetti. The shrapnel shredded the Baburuku’s body, leaving a ragged corpse to slump to the ground.

I tried to find the rest of the giant baboons, but they were nowhere in sight. The slug’s twisting body made it difficult to see anything as we climbed its flesh. After nerve-wracking minutes, we finally reached the relative stability of its wide, flat back. And, while we didn’t have to worry about falling to our deaths, we did have to worry about all those ugly rockets turning in our direction.

“You have come so far, but your journey ends here,” the Dragon Queen’s voice boomed through the air. “You are nothing against my creations. The Baburuku could not stop me from achieving my destiny. What makes you believe you will fare any better? Come and face your doom.”

She does know how to give a good speech. Not very inventive, but I like it.

The Dragon Queen had finally deigned to show herself. It was hard to tell at this distance, but it looked like she was sitting in some sort of command chair behind the giant slug’s waving head. Its tentacles had curved back to surround her protectively, and an arsenal of mounted weaponry formed a half-circle around her seat.

“That’s a lot of guns,” Syrl commented.

“Just keep moving,” I said, “zigzag, make those turrets work for their shots. And keep some distance between us. I don’t want to let them catch us both with one shot.”

Syrl nodded and burst into motion. Her rage gave her strength, and she was putting it to use. Combined with the energy she’d siphoned out of me, that power made Syrl almost as fast as I was. She was more nimble than me and used that to her advantage. She bobbed and weaved as she ran, creating a blurring target even I didn’t think I could hit.

I ran full out, making abrupt jukes to the left and right as the missile batteries swiveled to follow us. I crossed my fingers and hoped they were calibrated for much bigger targets than a couple of running humanoids.

But I still didn’t like our odds and decided to risk evening them a little. I sprinted toward the nearest missile battery in a jagged serpentine pattern I hoped would confuse it. The closer I got to it, the faster the turret would have to turn to keep pace with my movements.

A few yards from the battery I dropped to my knees and slid through the slug slime. I came to rest at the rear of the turret, out of sight of its sensors. Bundles of cables and wires emerged from the slug’s body and plunged into the missile battery’s base. I swept my blades through those and grinned as a geyser of sparks shot into the air. The turret’s servos ground to a halt, and the battery was dead.

One down. Way too fucking many to go.

The flying cobra wheeled in the sky above us with a pair of Baburuku clinging to its coils. The enormous snake struck at them, struggling to stay aloft as the giant baboons hacked at its body with gleaming cleavers with burning edges. Green blood drifted like streamers on the air as wounds opened in the monstrosity’s body. Despite those injuries, it was far from dead and landed a solid bite on one of the Baburuku’s legs. Its fangs plunged into unarmored meat, and the enormous baboon screamed in pain as poison coursed into its veins. Convulsions racked the Baburuku, loosening its grip on the flying cobra.

With a final, savage howl, the enormous simian plummeted from the sky and slammed into the wall surrounding the base. Its spine snapped and a last flood of blood burbled from between its parted lips as its mask fell to the earth.

With a scream, the cobra wheeled away and carried the Baburuku out of sight.

We were two hundred yards away from the Dragon Queen when puckered pores on the slug’s back opened wide to disgorge a veritable swarm of smaller, but no less hideous, slugs. They wriggled out of their mama’s back with a slurping, gushing sound I knew would give me nightmares the rest of my life. An oily discharge gushed from the surrounding pores and eased their entry into the air which made the slug’s back even slipperier.

There were so many of the creepy little fucks we had no chance to avoid them. They wriggled and splashed through the slime in the slug’s back, searching for prey. Rather than waste time trying to jump over them or move around them, I waded into the mess, and went to work with my soul blades. Syrl kicked her spiked feet into the monstrosities and slashed at them with the spines on her hands, slicing through their moist flesh with each strike.

The creatures were no match for us, but they slowed us down. I couldn’t move quickly and fight them, and I couldn’t dodge easily while they were covering the ground with their squirming bodies. Every step had to be carefully positioned, to avoid slipping in the slime or tripping over one of their coiled lengths.

“Keep moving,” I shouted to Syrl. “Kick them out of your way, don’t fall, but keep moving. We can’t give those missile batteries an easy shot.”

It was all easier said than done.

One of the missile batteries I was closest to was dangerously close to zeroing in on my location. The slug babies were making it too hard to move and there was no cover on the slug’s back. I had to do something, and I had to do it right fucking then.

With a roar, I ducked low and scooped my hands under a pile of squirming slugs. As the missile battery slowly rotated my direction, I braced myself and lifted the slugs into the air above my head. Just before the missile was aimed in my direction, I threw the slugs ahead of me and to my right and dove forward and left.

“Down!” I shouted and hoped my warning to Syrl wasn’t drowned out by the roar of the missile bursting from the launcher.

There was an explosion a moment later, a fireball that blinded me and pelted my armor with chunks of sizzling meat and a thousand pings of shrapnel. A wall of heat blasted past me, and the slugs I was laying in screamed and shriveled when the fire cooked them alive. The shock wave hit me on the heels of the fire, but it couldn’t shake me off the slug.

“You alright?” I shouted. My trick worked, and most of the slugs around me were dead. I just hoped Syrl was all right.

“I’m good,” she shouted back.

Most inventive, Avatar. You’ll be happy to know I have defeated many of the pathetic fighter ships sent to pursue me. I will need another twenty minutes to mop up the rest, and then I will be free to pursue our other objectives. Which is excellent news because the Heresy evacuation vehicle is only fifteen minutes away. Unfortunately, the Dominion vessels are inbound in ten minutes.

Of course, nothing could ever be easy. We needed to finish this fight and get back aboard Seymour before the Dominion showed up. Otherwise, I’d be fighting a bunch of spaceships with my soul blades. That didn’t seem like a good idea.

It was faster to stay prone than to try to get up and run. Laying down, I could pull myself along with my soul blades and push with my toes, and the slug’s disgustingly slimy skin made it easy to slide ahead. It also kept the missile launchers from picking me out of the mass of worms still squirming around me. The little bastards bit at my armor, but their strikes were weak and ineffectual. They’d have an easier time trying to eat the sun than prying me out of my armor.

“Stay low!” I yelled to Syrl. “Follow my lead.”

Syrl didn’t answer, but a glance in her direction showed me she was prone and zipping along the slug’s body like a great white land shark. The racks of missiles were back to rotating slowly from side to side, searching for prey without finding it.

Maybe we’d get out of this in one piece after all.

As I passed each of the missile launchers, I ripped my claws through the cables connecting them to the slug. If they were out of commission, they couldn’t pop up with a nasty surprise when we weren’t expecting it. Never leave a dangerous enemy at your back.

We were a hundred yards out from the Dragon Queen and closing fast. With only fifty yards to go, we passed the last of the missile batteries. I guessed the Dragon Queen didn’t want so many high explosives close to her. It’d be embarrassing as fuck if one of her own missiles took her out of the fight.

I dragged myself to my feet, and Syrl followed suit. We flicked slime off our weapons at the same time and marched toward the Dragon Queen.

The flying cobra screamed overhead, and I looked up to see a Baburuku still hanging onto it with one hand and attacking with the other. The enormous baboon hacked at the titanic serpent again and again, slicing off hunks of snake meat with each swipe of its blazing cleaver. The cobra screamed again, and its wings folded against its body. The Baburuku howled as it fell out of the sky with it slain foe, and its cry was cut short by its crushing impact with the ground a moment later.

“Your allies have failed you,” the Dragon Queen said. She stood from her chair and leaned forward to rest her hands on the circular barrier that surrounded it. She was a tall woman, almost regal. Her skin was the color of old milk, and her eyes were wild pools of emerald green. She wore a strange crown that arched up from her temples to a point above the plaited braids of her bone-white hair. An armored vest covered her chest, but her arms were naked. There was something wrong with her legs, but I couldn’t see them well enough to tell what it was. “Lay down your weapons, I will make your deaths quick.”

“I will never surrender to you,” Syrl said, raising her chin defiantly. “You took everything from me. You turned me into a monster. You’ve destroyed thousands of lives. That all ends here. Now.”

Syrl stalked forward and the Dragon Queen’s attention was locked on her. The women stared at one another like a pair of tigresses preparing to fight to the death. They had no time for anyone or anything else.

I took advantage of their distraction with one another to ease a magazine out of my harness and reload the assault rifle. Maybe I could get lucky and end all this with one good shot.

“Monsters?” The Dragon Queen spat, shaking her head in disgust. “Monsters? You are beautiful! I transformed you from a worthless smuggler’s brat into the leader of a tribe of amazing creatures. You’re no monster, Syrl. You are what you were always meant to be. This is your soul revealed. Embrace your true nature.”

I had a dozen snarky quips ready to throw out, but I decided it was smarter to just do what I’d come to do.

I raised the assault rifle into a firing position, took careful aim at the Dragon Queen’s torso, and squeezed the trigger.

All three shots from my burst landed in a tight formation. The bullets punched through the light armor covering the Dragon Queen’s abdomen and burst out of her back accompanied by a thick spray of black blood. Her head flew back and her crown tumbled from her brow as the shots blasted through her, and her arms bent inward toward her body, hands curled toward the sky like claws.

She screamed, and her slug screamed with her. Their twin voices wailed in agony, and the Dragon Queen slumped back into her chair. Her scream went on and on until it became a ragged series of whooping cries.

Syrl charged forward, eager to finish the job I’d started. Her arms and legs pumped, flashing like white blurs as the bone spikes jutting from her skin grew longer and thicker. Her cries of rage mingled with the sounds clawing free from the Dragon Queen’s throat until I couldn’t tell where one ended and the other began.

Before I could charge after Syrl and help her finish off the woman who’d done so much harm to her, an enormous clawed hand swooped down at me. The wolfman had climbed up the side of the slug and was ready to have some harsh words with me.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I shouted. I’d hoped the Baburuku had dealt with this piece of shit, but it looked like I had to take out the trash myself.

Remember, when in doubt, go for the eyes.

“That’s awesome fucking advice,” I muttered, “and I’d even take it if the eyes weren’t five stories above me.”

The wolfman didn’t wait around for any more of my witty banter. He lunged toward me with his long arms flailing. Ropey strands of saliva drooled from his jaw, which was twisted at an unnatural angle. The Baburuku hadn’t killed him, but they’d certainly fucked him up. His face was busted, he had cuts all over his body, and his torso was so covered with punctures he looked like someone played pin the tail on the spleen.

I darted forward to avoid his initial attack, letting the long claws sweep past me. He had to hunch over to make that move, which put his bent knees close to the slug’s back. I leaped forward and punched my soul blades into the meaty part of his leg just below the knee.

That really wound him up.

He screamed in pain and stood bolt upright, hauling me off the slug’s back. I drove my knee blades into his leg to stabilize myself, then started crawling up his thigh. He tried to pluck me away with one hand, but when his fingers got too close, I stabbed the shit out of those, too.

The Dragon Queen’s cries changed. She was no longer howling in pain, she was laughing.

There was no way that was good news for the visiting team.

I scrambled further up the Wolfman’s thigh, anchored myself, and took a quick look back at whatever the hell was going on with Syrl.

The Dragon Queen was no longer seated. She towered over Syrl, and I could finally see what the fuck was wrong with her legs. They were fused together from the hips down, turning the lower half of her body into a long, pink serpent. She swayed from side to side, arms spread wide, taunting Syrl to attack.

I do so admire scientists who don’t hesitate to experiment on themselves. However, might I suggest that you finish playing with the overgrown dog boy and rip the souls from the Dragon Queen’s ripe flesh?

“Doing my best here,” I muttered, as I made it to the wolfman’s torso. He was still trying to grab me, but his injuries and my size worked against him. Every time his hand slapped against his body, I dodged around his grasping fingers or used them as handholds to make my way further up his body. By the time I reached the mutt’s shoulder, he’d clawed himself a few times, but I was none the worse for wear.

I thought about continuing my climb up his head to get to his eye like Seymour suggested, but then I saw a juicier target much closer to me. The wolfman’s body was covered in wiry fur, but it was sparse and I could easily see his skin through it. I also saw the throbbing cable of his carotid artery running up the side of his neck.

Syrl screamed then, but I didn’t have time to worry about her fight. If I didn’t finish with this overgrown werewolf, I wouldn’t be able to help her. One thing at a time.

I sprinted across the beast’s shoulder, drew both arms back, and slashed at the pulse in the side of his throat. My blades sliced through his skin easily, and the blood vessel beneath offered no more resistance to them than a mushroom’s cap to a steak knife. The side of his throat burst open and glutinous black blood splashed into me with such force it almost knocked me off his shoulder.

I was blinded by all the fluids splashing onto me, and Snoopy took advantage of my disorientation to swat me with the back of his hand.

The impact was stunning. I’d never been hit that hard before, and for a moment, my brain bounced around the inside of my skull like the ball in a malfunctioning Pong game. Fortunately, he wasn’t at full strength either, considering the blood pumping out of his severed artery at an alarming rate. The blow didn’t send me sailing off into the distance, but it knocked me prone and sliding along his shoulder. I tried to dig my blades into him to halt my slide, but I couldn’t see well enough to stick him.

I was going to slide right off this motherfucker, and probably off the slug.

My legs swung off the Wolfman’s body, and for a moment I dangled in the air. Panicked, I drove both arms straight forward, and my right arm found purchase. The soul blades dug in deep, and I was no longer falling. I was hanging.

Okay, that was an improvement. Not much of one, but an improvement.

“Leaving so soon?” A familiar voice asked. “You should finish what you started.”

A rough hand hooked around my waist and dragged me back up onto the more or less solid footing on the giant wolf’s shoulder. I swiped the blood from my faceplate and realized I’d been rescued by the same Baburuku who’d led me through the Halls of Blood.

He looked like hammered shit. His left arm hung limp and useless at his side, and the armor over his torso was so dented I was surprised he could breathe. But he’d already drawn an axe from his belt after saving me. He was battered, but not beaten. He clung to the wolf’s body with his wiry legs, pinning its third arm to its chest.

“No time to talk,” he shouted, hacking at the wound I’d created in the dog monster’s neck. “Kill this one. Then help Syrl.”

I nodded and raced past him. I leaped and dug my soul blades into the back of the monster’s neck. My momentum swung me around to land on the creature’s shoulder. Without hesitation I dove in, ripping through the blood vessel on that side of his neck. This time, I was careful to avoid the sudden blast of blood as I dealt the mortal wound. Blood pumped from the creature’s severed artery, and I drove my blades in to the meat at the back of his neck so I could hang off the side of his shoulder without getting drenched.

Seconds later, the monster fell to its knees. A moment after that, it let out a gasping wheeze and fell onto its face. The wolfman’s body splattered into the slime covering the slug’s back and I ripped my blades free and I stepped off its body. Souls poured into my armor and my vision swam with threads of glowing green. Twenty more in the tank. Twenty unfortunate fuckers who the Dragon Queen had transformed into death on two legs.

The Baburuku met me in front of the creature’s broken snout, watching as sparks of green wriggled and died across my armor.

“Not so weak after all,” he said, and hefted his ax. “One left.”

We charged the Dragon Queen. It was time for her to die.

Syrl was already at work, but the fight wasn’t going her way. She dodged and ducked around the Dragon Queen’s weaving body, but she couldn’t land a hit. The Dragon Queen was too fast and too clever to let her torso and all its vital organs get within Syrl’s reach.

The guns surrounding the Dragon Queen seemed baffled by the fight. Every time they tried to target Syrl, she’d lunge away to block their aim with the Dragon Queen’s body. It was a cunning tactic, but one that sapped her endurance with every passing second. It wouldn’t be long before the Dragon Queen countered one of Syrl’s tactics and the guns would splatter the huntress across the slug’s back.

I needed to finish this before it got that far.

The Baburuku and I raced across the slug’s back. He had his ax out and raised over his shoulder, ready to hack and slash as soon as he got within range.

I whipped my assault rifle off its rack and put it to good use spraying down the smaller gun emplacements surrounding the Dragon Queen’s position. The bullets punched through the thin armor protecting the smaller turrets, smashing servos and severing control mechanisms. I couldn’t take them all out, but a few short bursts disabled those on the Dragon Queen’s left. We wouldn’t have to worry about a surprise attack from that side.

The Baburuku was smart enough to see what I was doing, and he veered to the left to keep the Dragon Queen between him and the remaining guns. He took a wild slash at the Queen as he approached, but she nimbly avoided the blow and retaliated by jabbing him with the spear she’d drawn from a sling on her back. The weapon’s haft was short, but its energy blade flickered and elongated to extend the Queens’ reach as she lashed out at her enemies.

The Baburuku staggered back, blood leaking from his good arm, the lips of a new wound flapping open to reveal striated muscle beneath.

“You know nothing of my power!” The Dragon Queen shouted. She raised her arms overhead and weaved around another attack from Syrl. The slug’s tentacles rose into the air to mimic her arms, a dozen of them squirming toward the sky like animated redwoods. “I am one with my creation, and we will destroy you.”

“Well, fuck that shit,” I said, racing forward. I fired at the Dragon Queen again, but she was faster than I’d expected. She twisted away from the bullets and plunged her spear toward Syrl’s chest.

For a moment, I thought the huntress had escaped unscathed, but then I saw the bone spines, their blunt edges scorched black where the blade touched them, scattered around Syrl.

The huntress screamed, but the wound didn’t put her out of the fight. She then leaped into the air and seized the Dragon Queen’s arm. The Dragon Queen was strong, but she wasn’t strong enough to support Syrl’s weight while reared up on the thin coils of her serpentine body. The entangled women crashed to the slug’s back, and for a moment they were obscured by the slime splashing around them.

And then they were obscured by the sudden hail of lead ripping through the air toward the Baburuku and me. With the Queen prone, the weapons I hadn’t disabled were free to fire, and they did so with gusto.

The Baburuku was so much larger than me that he caught the bulk of the attack. He threw himself in front of me the instant the gun started up. He staggered back, grunting as bullet after bullet slammed into his dented golden armor, but the big baboon refused to fall.

Are you almost done? There’s something I want to tell you.

“Not the time,” I grumbled, and threw myself onto the Dragon Queen. I landed on her tail, hoping the turrets behind us wouldn’t fire at me for fear of hitting her.

Her repulsive tail was knobbed with unnatural bony growths as if the coils were composed of hundreds of small legs and tiny knees. The gnarled tail ran from the Queen’s hips to the chair she’d been sitting in when we’d arrived.

No, that wasn’t right. Her tail ran back to a pulsing nodule that rose up from the slug’s back in front of her seat.

She hadn’t been exaggerating. She and the beast were one and the same.

The Dragon Queen and Syrl were locked in a mortal embrace. The Dragon Queen had lost her spear, but she had one hand wrapped around Syrl’s throat, and the other holding one of the huntress’ spiked hands at bay. Syrl wasn’t even trying to free herself from the Queen’s choking grip; she was willing to choke to death if it meant she had a better chance of killing her enemy. She slammed her free hand’s bony spikes into her enemy’s ribs, again and again. The Queen’s armor was dented and punctured, blood running freely from the wounds, but I knew it wouldn’t be enough to kill her.

Not while she was connected to the slug.

I flattened a section of her tail against the slug’s back with my left hand and slashed my blades across the pale, knobbed flesh. My weapons opened a pair of ugly wounds, revealing a jumble of bones and mismatched sinew and muscle. Nothing in there looked natural and seeing it made me want to kill the Dragon Queen even more. She wasn’t just evil, she was wrong in every sense of the word.

“Don’t!” She shrieked. “You don’t understand what you’re doing!”

“Pretty sure I do,” I said, cutting halfway through the coil in my hand. The bone and sinew separated to reveal a knotted cord covered in pulsing veins that ran down the center of the tail and into the slug. It was the umbilicus that bound them together into a single, symbiotic creature. “I’m separating you and your fucked up Siamese slug twin.”

I hacked through the cord and the tail, and the half of her tail connected to the slug whipped away from me with blinding speed.

The slug screamed, a wail of not just pain but loss. It hadn’t stopped moving during the battle on its back, but now it lunged forward, accelerating in rage and pain. It slammed into the wall surrounding the base, and the stone shattered and exploded away from the massive creature’s bulk.

The impact jarred the Dragon Queen and Syrl, shaking them apart, but I grabbed the scientist by her flowing white hair before she could escape.

Kill her! I have something important to tell you.

“Not my kill,” I said. I waited for Syrl to stand and then hauled the Dragon Queen up to her feet. I wrapped one arm around her neck and presented her to Syrl like a prize. “All yours.”

The Dragon Queen choked and gasped. The stump of her severed tail oozed blood across the slug’s back, mixing with the slime like ink spilled in the water.

“This changes nothing,” the Dragon Queen spat. “The Dominion is coming. They’ll destroy you. They’ll find my research. And then my children will rise again throughout the universe. They will rule over this galaxy like gods. God’s created by me.”

“It changes everything,” Syrl said. “It frees everyone you’ve harmed. It proves that the galaxy is a just place. There is no room for monsters like you in it.”

“Oh? But there’s room for monsters like you?” The Dragon Queen spat.

Syrl sliced through the straps holding the Dragon Queen’s armor in place with a long, bony spur extended from her left fist. She cast it aside, and it splashed into the gore covering the slug’s back. The huntress glanced at me and raised an eyebrow at the fallen Dragon Queen.

“This kill is as much yours as mine,” Syrl said.

She reached out and took my right hand, then placed it over hers. Our fingers were entwined beneath the arcs of the soul blades rising from my fist.

With a strange sad smile, Syrl guided my soul blades to the Dragon Queen’s abdomen. Together we thrust the blades up under our fallen foe’s diaphragm. And then, with a groan, Syrl guided the soul baldes to the Dragon Queen’s heart. She left our hands buried in her hated foe’s body for a moment as blood poured out around her wrist, ran down her forearm, and splashed off her elbow.

The slug screamed as if sensing its mistress’ death. It heaved its body into the air and crashed downward, carrying us all toward the jagged spur of stone jutting from the ruined wall surrounding the base.
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Chapter 16

The slug’s enormous body smashed into the ruined wall with a sound like a hammer slamming into a ripe apple. Jagged spears of stone ripped into the creature’s bloated belly and buckets of blood and slime poured out of the creature in a disgusting flood. The mammoth beast’s body bucked and trembled in its death seizures, threatening to throw Syrl, the Baburuku, and me off its back.

One hundred souls, Avatar. Do you feel them thrumming within your armor? This is truly a glorious kill.

The flood of souls into my armor felt like a hit of raw caffeine. My senses sharpened and my heart pounded as I waited for the soul sickness to strike again.

But, it never came. Apparently one hundred souls at one shot wasn’t too much for the armor. Good to know.

Syrl, still stunned from her victory over the Dragon Queen, slipped on the goo oozing from the slug’s pores. The look in her eyes told me she was far from this place, and her thoughts were on anything but survival. I’d seen the look in too many my Marines’ eyes after a tough battle. She needed time to recover, time we didn’t have. The slug shuddered and writhed in its death throes and all it would take is one big heave to toss us off the side. We needed to find an anchor before the worst happened.

I hooked my arm around Syrl’s waist and lifted her off the slug’s back. The armored spines covering her body scratched against my armor, but she wasn’t struggling. She hung limp in my arms like a broken doll, her eyes wide and staring into a distance I couldn’t fathom.

I hoofed it toward the Dragon Queen’s chair as more baby slugs wriggled their way free of their dead parent’s pores. They screeched with infantile confusion and lashed at everything around them, including one another. I kicked those that came too close out of my way and ignored the rest. I didn’t have time to fight a hundred premature slug offspring. My feet slid and slithered through the pooling slime, but there was no time to be more careful. If I fell, I was a dead man, but if I slowed down I’d be just as dead.

The Baburuku charged along beside us, chopping through the army of slug babies with wide sweeps of its cleaver. Even wounded the giant baboon carried himself with impressive grace and attacked with striking precision. His cleaver swooped through the air before and behind me with every pass, but I never worried he might accidentally club me with its trailing edge or slice me in half with the sharp bit.

“Shame we couldn’t have worked together under better circumstances,” I shouted as I leaped over the railing surrounding the Dragon Queen’s chair. The slug convulsed again, and I dropped Syrl into the chair and clutched its arms to keep the two of us from flying free.

The Baburuku braced himself against a dead turret and buried his cleaver in the slug’s flesh to avoid being thrown clear. His golden armor was beat to shit, and he was covered in blood, some of it his own, but most of it belonging to the monsters he’d been battling. I wondered if Kira was going to give him her recruitment speech. I tried to imagine how we’d work a giant baboon or three into the Heresy and almost chuckled at the thought.

“It is. Too bad,” the Baburuku said shaking his head. “The legends we could have created together would be truly epic. The first Reaper—”

The killer death tremor I’d feared swept through the slug like an earthquake shaking the galaxy’s biggest and ugliest Jell-O shot. Slime geysered up around us and the wriggling baby slugs screeched as their momma’s buckling flesh sent them flying, so I clung to the chair’s arms and used my body like a safety belt to keep Syrl from falling out.

“I feel the worst is over,” the Baburuku said. “This perversion of the Blood of the World is finished.”

“Then we’re almost out of the woods. After I finish kicking the Dominion’s ass here, you can take us back to meet your folks,” I said, trying to add some humor to our grim situation.

Jay, there’s something you should know. I just wanted to tell you that—

The Baburuku looked toward the sky, shielding his enormous eyes with an even more enormous hand. He shook his head slowly and hefted his cleaver over his shoulder.

“There is no one left for you to meet,” he said, his voice as low as distant thunder. “We let ourselves be fooled, and now all of Koroshi is doomed.”

Jay, it’s very important.

“Not now,” I muttered and hoped the Baburuku hadn’t heard me. “Kind of having a moment here.”

I looked up at the Baburuku and realized he was more badly wounded than I’d thought. The blood wasn’t just on his armor, it ran from behind the thick plates and dripped from his knees and elbows. The faraway look in his eyes wasn’t mourning for what he lost, he was graying out from blood loss. I didn’t know how much longer he’d be on his feet.

“It doesn’t have to be that way,” I said. “We’ll wipe out the base, get Syrl and her people out of here, then we’ll figure something out.”

Jay—

“I said not now,” I muttered under my breath, and then louder so the Baburuku could hear me. “Once we make sure the Dominion can’t recover the Dragon Queen’s research, we’ll have some breathing room. Kira will help you, maybe we can find more of your people out there, somewhere.”

Avatar, look up.

I turned my eyes to the sky and groaned.

A Dominion corvette dropped toward the base at an astonishing speed. Massive searchlights on its hull swept across the ruined base, searching for life as the sun rose. Ruby red pinpricks of light glowed from the weapon pods dotting its flanks in numbers too great to count, and I knew there were dozens of missiles loaded in its launch tubes and ready to rain down on us. The only reason they hadn’t already opened fire was because they wanted to be sure of their targets before they killed them. It would be embarrassing if they’d come all this way and then put a rocket up the Dragon Queen’s ass.

“What are we going to do about that?” The Baburuku asked as he pointed his cleaver at the descending ship.

“Kinda working on it,” I said, and turned my attention to the small console next to the Dragon Queen’s throne. It was covered in small displays that were thankfully still up and running.

This is a weapons control panel. One moment while I update your HUD with the necessary information.

I felt a twinge of guilt that I hadn’t upgraded the AI a little sooner. A smarter Seymour was a scarier Seymour, but I had to admit the big guy was coming through with his new brainpower.

As the seconds ticked by, he helpfully outlined the important bits in gold and splashed bright red text above them.

“Thanks,” I said as I tapped the targeting button he’d marked for me. A dozen windows opened on the panel, each of them showing me a slightly different view of the slug’s back, though two of the windows were blacked out. This had to be the view from each missile launcher. There was a grayed-out “LINK” button below the windows, and I tapped that. Bright green outlines surrounded each of the windows, and the button blazed with the same emerald color. The windows merged, showing me the view from the Dragon Queen’s chair with a bright red reticule in its center. A pair of digital circles appeared on either side of the window, and I chuckled. I was all the way across the galaxy and the crazy evil scientist’s targeting controls were the same as my old Xbox controller. I gripped the sides of the panel and used my thumbs in the circles to draw a bead on the corvette’s belly.

The reticule didn’t turn green. Why the fuck weren’t the missiles locking onto the giant ship dropping on my head?

Give it a moment, it's attempting to identify targets.

Tiny red crosshairs flashed around the edge of the reticule and immediately zoomed away from the corvette to the edges of the panel. I tried to drag one of them back to the Corvette’s belly, but as soon as I moved my finger away from the tablet, the crosshairs shot off again.

It reminded me of my old cell phone when they first introduced facial recognition. The focal point would always drift off to a stop sign or an apple or some shit in the background, leaving the subject in the foreground as blurry as a ghost. Fuck, I must have broken something when I shot up the Dragon Queen’s guns.

“Why the fuck won’t this thing target that ship?” I growled. The corvette was getting closer by the second, and I couldn’t afford to keep fucking around with this thing. If I couldn’t get it to fire soon, we’d have to run. Even I wasn’t going to go toe to toe with a Dominion warship.

I believe I know what the problem is. The systems have detected a bigger threat.

“A bigger threat?” I growled. I searched the dawn sky for something more dangerous than the Corvette, but it was coming up empty. Unless…

Yes, I see it. I am headed your way for evacuation.

What I thought was just darker sky behind the Corvette suddenly resolved itself into the form of a destroyer. The much larger ship’s surface was treated with blackout paint that I was sure would also defeat the missile launchers’ targeting computers.

“Can I target this manually?” I asked.

You could unlink each of pods and aim them one at a time, but it will take time I’m not sure you have. Prepare for evacuation.

“We can’t leave until we’re sure we’ve destroyed this bitch’s research,” I snapped. “If the Dominion gets their hands on that, they’ll open up some do-it-yourself monster camp franchises all over the fucking galaxy. The Heresy will be up to its asshole with mutant freaks the size of skyscrapers.”

While I spoke, I unlinked the missile launchers, and tapped each of the small windows in turn. The corvette was coming in fast, but the destroyer was taking its sweet time. The targeting computers couldn’t pick out any of its weapon systems or identify the different components hidden by the blackout paint, and they wouldn’t lock onto the Corvette while they sensed the greater threat of the destroyer, but that was all right. I could see what I needed to hit without the computer’s help. I just needed a few more seconds to finish lining up my shots.

I was halfway through setting my targets when the corvette fired.

Sizzling bolts of red energy screamed toward us, ionizing the air as they passed through it. Fortunately for me, their weapons were meant for targeting other ships, not crazy guys standing on the back of a giant dying slug. The bullets ripped through the dead beast with a rapid-fire series of sizzling pops, but none of them were anywhere close to me.

“I’m sure you have a plan,” the Baburuku said. “But I’d feel a lot better if you filled me in on what it is.”

“Well,” I said, lining up the last shot. “I’m going to do something that I really hope works, and then we’re all going to run away very goddamn fast before the thing I do kills us all. Ready?”

Before the Baburuku could answer, I tapped the “CONFIRM” button below all the little windows and held my breath as it flickered from green to red.

And back to green.

The remaining missile racks lining the giant slug’s back roared as they hurled their entire payloads into the sky. Streaks of blue flame marked their ascent, and I couldn’t help but watch them. I knew I should be running, but I needed to see this. If I’d fucked up, I wouldn’t be able to run far enough or fast enough to escape the corvette’s wrath. It would chase us across Koroshi until it finally got lucky and blasted us to pieces.

“Not to be rude,” the Baburuku said, “but I think you missed.”

The missiles flew well wide of the Corvette’s outline. They screamed into the sky and their formation opened like a deadly blooming flower.

“No,” I said, “not yet.”

The missiles’ flames became harder to see as they turned directly away from us and accelerated toward their final destinations. I hadn’t been sure this is going to work, and my heart hammered in my chest as I watched my desperate gamble unfold like a craps player eyeballing the tumbling dice as they left his hand.

The missiles disappeared, their burning fuel invisible against the white-hot fires of the destroyer’s engine nacelles.

“Wait for it,” I said.

The corvette fired again, these shots were much too close for comfort. Three of the missile launchers nearest our position went up like Roman candles, their metal bodies shredded by salvos of crimson death rays. The gunnery sergeant on that tub was getting our range. The next salvo might be on the money.

“We should go,” the Baburuku said.

“Wait for it,” I said.

And then the waiting was over.

The destroyer’s engine exhaust flared even brighter than before. The white light transformed into a coruscating spray of red, green, and blue. Chunks of impossibly black metal sloughed away from the nacelles, caught fire, and plummeted from the sky.

“Shit,” Syrl said, shaking herself as if waking from a deep sleep.

“Yeah. We should run,” I said, as the last of the missiles annihilated the destroyer’s engines. The nacelles disintegrated in lightning-bright fusion blasts as the reactors went up. It was no longer drifting, it was falling, very, very fast. “I said run!”

There was only one way for us to go. The corvette, unaware of the destroyer’s fate, continued firing on our position. Crackling blasts of red energy slammed into the slug and kicked up plumes of burning meat and steaming slime hot on our heels. We raced up the slug’s arched neck toward its head and the top of the shattered wall. The Baburuku beat us to the tip of the slug’s face and skidded to a stop on the slime.

“Don’t stop,” I shouted as I glanced over my shoulder in time to see my plan payoff.

The destroyer plunged out of the sky and body slammed onto the corvette. The smaller vessel never had a chance. It fired its engines, but the weight of the destroyer was too great. They were both falling now, and they’d hit the base in seconds.

We did not want to be here when that happened.

The Baburuku bolted away from the dead slug and sheathed his cleaver as he ran. I followed in his tracks, slime splashing up around my feet with every frantic step. At the last second, I swept Syrl off her feet and threw us both from the slug’s nose.

Tuck and roll, Avatar. Tuck and roll.

Syrl’s armor transformed as we flew off the slug. The spikes flattened into thick plates that covered her from head to toe. I curled my body around hers, hugging her tight to my chest as I plunged feet first toward the ash-covered plain surrounding the base.

Behind us, the world turned white as the Dominion ships slammed into the ground and their reactors exploded. The rich, fertile scent of Koroshi was replaced by the sterile non-smell of flameless heat and white-hot death.

Double kill, Avatar. Most impressive.

My feet slammed into the hard black earth beyond the base’s wall. I followed Seymour’s advice to let my knees bend and then rolled forward to spread the impact across my body. I kept Syrl clutched tight to me, absorbing our collision with the earth into my armor.

I would give that a solid eight. Your form was a little shaky, and you didn’t exactly stick the landing.

Before I could respond, a tremor ran through the ground. Wide cracks appeared around us like we were standing in the middle of a shattered mirror. The glow of lava burst from the rifts, painting the blackened plains in vivid streaks of brilliant orange.

“That’s fucking great,” I snarled. “I hope you’re close, Seymour. Looks like we just broke everything here.”

The Baburuku laughed at my exasperation. He placed one of his hands flat on the ground, and the shaking subsided.

“Koroshi is angry,” he said. “He knows his time has come.”

The lava still glowed through the cracks, but they weren’t getting any wider. I didn’t want to believe the Baburuku had silenced the planet’s geological temper tantrum with the touch of his hand, but it was kind of hard to get around that.

“Okay, you think maybe Koroshi could do me a favor and wreck the rest of that base before another Dominion ship lands and starts picking through the wreckage?” I asked. “Those two ships are down, but the fires will go out and I’m betting they have five or six more just like those on their way to the surface. We can’t let the information stored in the base’s data cores fall into our enemies’ hands.”

I am sixty seconds from your position. Please prepare to board. I have an exciting new challenge for you, Avatar.

The Baburuku removed his mask, and it slammed to the ground in a cloud of black ash. His yellow eyes were stained with blood from burst vessels. The bright red streak down his nose was bruised and swollen, and there were deep gashes in his cheeks. One of his ears was tattered and hung off the side of his head as limp as a shredded flag. His left incisor was a bloody ruin snapped off just above the gumline.

“As I said, this world is doomed,” the Baburuku said. “It is a shame you did not come sooner, Reaper.”

His use of the word triggered a memory. The other me fleeing through the jungle, telling me that the Baburuku owed him a debt.

“Your debt,” I said, squaring my shoulders and facing the Baburuku. “Consider it paid. You’ve done more than enough.”

That drew a long, braying laugh from the creature.

“My debt will be paid when you are far from Koroshi,” the Baburuku said. “Then my people will rest. For now, I have another task remaining.”

More Dominion ships screamed through the atmosphere far above us. They were still minutes away, but soon they would be swarming over Koroshi like a cloud of metal locusts. They’d strip the planet of everything of value, and they’d recover the Dragon Queen’s data cores. My war with the Dominion was about to get a lot worse.

“You’ll die if you stay,” I said. I didn’t want the blood of this giant baboon on my hands. He and his people had done what I’d asked. Their sacrifice was great enough.

“I’ll die if I leave,” the Baburuku said. He crouched down so our faces were only a few feet apart. He smiled at me, a grisly expression that wrinkled the skin of his face and exposed the deep red wounds covering it. “Without the Blood of the World, there is no Baburuku. Without the Baburuku, there is no Blood of the World. One like you created us. I will repay the debt I owe to him. Our enemies will take nothing of value from Koroshi this day.”

Seymour’s engines wailed as he came to an abrupt stop near the Baburuku. He hovered twenty feet above the ground and lowered tentacles for Syrl and I to board.

It is time to go. We are needed elsewhere.

“All right, big guy,” I said. “Wish me luck.”

I raised my fist overhead.

He tilted his head, looking for all the world like a big dog confused by its owner’s voice. Then he wrinkled his nose, clenched his fist, and lowered it to mine.

Fuck yeah, the galaxy’s biggest fist bump.

“You will not have much time once we part ways,” the Baburuku said. “I will hold Koroshi’s wrath for as long as I am able. But it will not be long.”

I nodded, and Syrl and I ran toward Seymour.

As I grabbed the tentacle he’d wrapped around my waist, I turned back to the Baburuku.

“Hey,” I called back. “Your mask. How do you understand me without your mask?”

The Baburuku laughed, a booming joyful sound that lifted my spirits and reminded me that not all in the world was as bleak as it seemed.

“We speak the same language, Reaper,” the Baburuku said. “We always have.”

Before I could ask another question, Seymour sucked us up onto the flight deck. Myrin and Kira were seated in Seymour’s comfortable deck chairs, but they both leaped to their feet when Syrl and I arrived.

“That was quite a show,” Myrin said, throwing me a wink. “I’m going to want to hear all about that little dustup. In great detail. Later.”

I shed my armor and threw my arms around the sisters.

“Yeah, I’ve got lots of stories to tell you,” I said. “But Seymour tells me my work’s not quite done here today.”

We rose into the air as I spoke, and Seymour’s viewport stayed on the Baburuku. The massive creature looked small standing alone in the blackened plains surrounded by streaks of burning lava. He waited, patiently, hunched down with his hands on his knees. I didn’t know how he was going to do what he’d promised, but I knew he would.

Two more seats appeared, and Syrl and I flopped down on them. The Alari sisters joined us in their own chairs, and we all turned to look at the viewport together. Seymour threw up a diagram of the battle so far. It didn’t look good for us.

“The Heresy carrier ship is inbound, we need to clear a path for it,” Kira said. “There’s a Dominion frigate in orbit, with a few dozen fighters along for close support. Seymour says most of the other ships have headed to the surface to recover whatever they can from the Dominion base.”

“Good luck with that,” I said. “My buddy’s going to wreck their shit.”

You know the Baburuku are quite insane, correct? None of what you saw or heard back there means anything. It’s superstitious nonsense.

“I hope so,” Kira said. “If the Dominion gets their hands on that tech--”

“Save the long speech!” Myrin interrupted. “What did you do?”

“I was able to contact our ship, and it’s going to circle Koroshi to land on its far side,” Kira said. “They don’t believe they’ve been spotted by the Dominion yet, but we need to distract that frigate so it’s not looking for trouble.”

By distract, I’m assuming she means destroy. We’ll destroy it. The whole frigate and everyone aboard. I’ll land on it, you’ll go inside and proceed with the murder. The harvest of souls will be quite impressive.

“How long do they need to get around the planet?” I asked. “Because we have a bit of a time clock running here. The Baburuku is going to pull some stunt, and it sounds like it’s going to be big. We need all of Syrl’s people off Koroshi before that happens.”

Syrl glanced at me and pursed her lips. She seemed different since we’d killed the Dragon Queen. The drive I’d seen in her eyes was gone, and she looked confused, adrift.

“As long as they don’t come under attack, they can circle around Koroshi and be planetside in thirty minutes,” Kira said. “Another ten to load the ship, five more to return to orbit.”

Kira’s timeline seemed like an eternity. I had no way to communicate with the Baburuku, but he’d been very clear. Once we’d left him, the timer started ticking, and we didn’t have the luxury of dicking around like this.

“Forty-five minutes is too long,” I said. “How much time can we shave off if they don’t circle the planet?”

Kira’s brows furrowed as she did the math.

“Twenty-five minutes,” she said. “But that means going straight through a whole cloud of Dominion fighters and right past a fully armed frigate. The carrier will never make it. It’s not a military vessel. It doesn’t even have armor, much less weapons.”

I raked my fingers through my hair as I worked through my plan. It was risky, but it would work. If you don’t have big guns and heavy armor, you have to rely on being a tricksy fucking hobbit.

I look forward to this challenge, Avatar. With any luck it will not be our last.

“Okay,” I said, “here’s what we’re going to do.”

I laid out my plan and waited for Myrin to shoot holes in it. But, after a few moments of silence, all three of the ladies nodded. Not as enthusiastically as I would’ve liked, but my plan was closer to batshit insane than merely risky. Still, all we had was one murderous AI ship against a frigate and more fighters than I wanted to think about. The plan had to work.

For what it’s worth, I will enjoy this plan. There will be many opportunities for murder. Have I told you, lately, that I love murdering things?

“Let’s get ‘em, Seymour,” I chuckled.

That was all the confirmation Seymour needed. He vaulted through Koroshi’s upper atmosphere and angled his nose toward our enemies. We didn’t make any attempt to hide because we weren’t trying to be sneaky. We wanted all eyes on us, and the easiest way to get the attention we needed was for Seymour to point his nose at the bad guys’ ship and start shooting.

As he raced toward the capital ship’s port side, Seymour unleashed a steady stream of fire from his plasma cannons. The blazing balls of energy streaked toward the frigate and splattered against the energy shields like paintballs filled with burning kerosene.

I detect no force screens that would stop an approach. I believe your plan may work.

Seymour’s nose suddenly veered off to our starboard and our trajectory angled along the frigate’s flank. It was a long, lean vessel with a wide disc bristling with weapons at the bow and a pyramidal structure on its aft that held its power plants, life-support systems, and its thrusters. The bridge connecting the two pieces of the frigate was lined with defensive weaponry and the hangars that held the fighter wings.

Those fighters streaked out to pursue us, and Seymour put on a flashy display of defensive piloting. Metal harnesses lashed out of our seats to secure us, which was a nice new touch.

I’m glad you like it. I don’t need the four of you banging around the inside of my flight deck while I’m trying to think.

Seymour made a hard ninety-degree turn and tumbled wildly through space as the fighters swarmed around us. I counted ten enemies within firing range before Seymour’s erratic flying made it impossible for me to track them with my eyes.

Before the fighters could recover and match our insane trajectory, Seymour turned his nose toward the frigate and his engines screamed. We accelerated at a frightening speed toward the larger vessel. This was my plan, and it still scared the ever-loving fuck out of me to see it in action.

Seymour fired a string of plasma blasts into the frigate’s shields. The energy sizzled and popped as it splattered across the defenses, and Seymour used the roiling clouds to hide his approach from the frigate’s sensors and gun crews. If we couldn’t see them, they couldn’t see us.

Without force screens to block a physical incursion, the frigate couldn’t do anything to stop Seymour from closing to within an uncomfortable distance. The point defense weapons couldn’t see him approaching through the distortion of the plasma and their friend or foe targeting systems were blind to Seymour’s ancient design.

We were some stealthy motherfuckers.

With only yards to spare, Seymour made another drastic trajectory change that sent him racing along the frigate’s port side. His maneuver had dropped us through the energy shield and now there was nothing between us and the frigate’s unshielded surface. Bolts of plasma streamed from Seymour’s twin cannons and laid waste to the missile pods and laser batteries dotting the frigate’s surface.

“Sweet fuck,” Myrin gasped. “It’s actually going to work.”

I hope you now see the wisdom of upgrading my abilities, Avatar. This maneuver would’ve been impossible before your investment in my weapons and AI. Now, as you can see, it is child’s play.

He had me there. Seymour had always been an agile flyer, but this was a whole new level of astronautic maneuvers. I found myself clutching the armrests on the chair until Seymour’s plasma cannons ran dry and he shot past the end of the frigate without a scratch on him.

I was never going to hear the end about how cool he was, now.

The instant we were no longer racing along the surface of the enemy capital ship, the fighters returned in force. They’d been holding off on their own attack because shooting at us while we were so close to home base was the same thing as shooting at their mother ship. When they were no longer in danger of blasting holes in the frigate while firing on Seymour, they unloaded everything they had.

Streaks of red laser fire ripped around Seymour as he spiraled away from the enemy fighters to line up his next pass on the frigate. Ringing pops sounded as glancing shots bounced off his hull. A handful of dumbfire missiles streaked past the viewport within a sphincter-tightening close range. Those pilots were getting better at predicting Seymour’s tactics.

“How far out is the carrier?” I asked Kira.

“We’ve still got a few minutes,” she said. “I’ll keep you posted.”

Avatar, I believe I’ve detected a new issue that will require some improvisation on your part. My analysis of this vessel indicates it has a wing of fighters aboard. This was unexpected, but I believe I have a way we can stop them from joining the fray and earn a significant number of souls.

Seymour slewed to the side to avoid another fighter’s attack, then turned his nose back toward the frigate.

As you can see by the highlights on your HUD, my new and improved logic has identified the corridor the pilots aboard the frigate will use to reach their fighters. I have also identified an escape pod access hatch on the exterior of the ship which will allow you to reach this corridor without triggering a decompression event.

My eyes traced the red lines Seymour had drawn on the frigate’s hull. The entry point was smack in the middle of the dead zone he’d created on his first run, so I wouldn’t have to deal with a bunch of surface defenses. It was a risky plan, but, fuck it, it would take out a bunch of fighters before they could shoot at us, and you only live once.

“Be right back, ladies,” I said and left the flight deck. They wouldn’t like what was about to happen.

Seymour sealed the flight deck without me telling him to do it. He really was getting to know me better.

“Okay,” I said. “You won’t be able to hang around after you make the drop. Zoom in, make a door for me, and I’ll do the rest. Just don’t be late when I call for a pick up.”

Seymour sealed the door behind me as I entered my quarters. The throb of his engines rumbled through the floor, and I knew we were close to the target by the evasive maneuvers he made on our approach.

In three…

Two…

The floor opened below me and one of Seymour’s tentacles yanked me out into space. The soles of my boots were less than a foot above the frigate’s surface as we screamed along. Before I could make a sound, the tentacle whipped me in the opposite direction of our travel and released me.

Despite the force of the throw, I landed within a foot of the access panel. Seymour had accurately calculated the force necessary to reduce my relative velocity.

You’re welcome. Now please murder all of those pilots before they reach their vessels and inconvenience me.

“Jay!” Kira cried in my ear. “What are you doing?”

“Showing off,” I said as I grabbed the emergency handle on the access panel. A twist of my wrist wrenched the door open enough for me to drop inside, and the instant my feet hit the deck below, the hatch slammed shut and the hiss of cycling atmosphere surrounded me.

“You’re going to get yourself--” Myrin started to say.

“Shhh,” I whispered. “Be very quiet, I’m hunting rabbits.”

The atmosphere in the emergency tube I’d landed in had equalized, and its door popped open. I eased out into the corridor in front of the escape pods and followed the golden line Seymour had laid out for me.

The sound of boots slamming on a metal deck was music to my ears. Seymour had timed this perfectly. I crept down my corridor, which intersected the path the pilots had to take to get to their ships. I stood in the doorway and triggered my Cloak.

The pilots raced past me on the way to their ships. They still had a good hundred yards to go before they reached the safety of their vessels and caused trouble for Seymour.

It might as well have been a hundred miles.

I stepped out into the hall as the last pilot passed me and drew my bolt hammers.

“Hello, kids,” I said. “Where’s everyone going in such a hurry?”

I fired as I advanced, and the bolt hammers did their beautiful work. I’d aimed the first shot low, and it punched through the calf of the last pilot. The monomolecular wire burst from his flesh and took the legs out from under a half dozen of his closest friends. The Dominion fuckwits screamed as they went down, and they were all more concerned with their amputations than with fighting back.

Big mistake.

My next shot ripped through the torso of a young alien who looked like a sentient praying mantis with six-fingered hands. The top and bottom halves of her body parted ways, and the bolt hammer’s wire took the arms off several of those standing near her.

I advanced and fired, and the pilots died. By the time I reached them, twenty of Dominion’s finest had become chum on the deck behind me.

Then the soul blades came out and the real party started.

One punctured femoral artery, three decapitations, five lacerated hearts, six disembowelments, and a whopping nine sucking chest wounds later, the last of the pilots gave up the ghost.

“How’s it going out there, folks?” I asked.

I am pleased with your killing spree. Are you near the ships?

“I am, Seymour,” I said, and just to keep the sisters or Syrl from getting nervous, I added, “and I’m fine.”

A Dominion soldier tried to stop me from entering the hangar, and I introduced his insides to the outside world with a simple flick of my soul blades.

“I’m at the hangar,” I said. “Now what?”

There is a command panel up the stairs on the right. I’ve highlighted a series of controls. Activate them.

“And then?” I asked.

And then I will come and pick you up for phase two of your plan. I believe our visitors are arriving soon.

I found the control room at the top of the stairs and punched in the command buttons as Seymour highlighted them. After the third command, red lights flashed and warning sirens sounded.

“What the hell, Seymour?”

Do not worry, Avatar. This is your escape route. Press the red button, please.

I slapped my hand down over the button and a series of loud clanks echoed through the hangar. The fighter ships, all forty of them, crashed to the hangar’s floor as the supports that had been holding them retracted into the deck.

“Nice,” I said, admiring the amount of damage that simple maneuver had caused.

And now the yellow button, please.

I tapped the button. I expected the ships to suffer even more damage, but I did not expect how they’d suffer that damage.

The hangar’s bulkhead opened, and decompression dragged everything inside the hangar into the deep, black void of space.

Including me.

Ah, there you are.

Seymour’s tentacle scooped me out of the wreckage as he deftly avoided a series of shots from the fighters trailing him. By the time he’d reeled me in, I’d been too close to three more blasts of boiling plasma.

“Cutting it a little close there, pal,” I said.

That’s part of the thrill.

The second I made my way from my quarters to the flight deck, Kira threw her arms around my neck and booped her nose against my faceplate.

“That was neat,” she said. “Seymour, we’ve got thirty seconds before the carrier arrives. Get ready.”

A countdown timer appeared on the viewport. This was the riskiest part of the whole plan. If the Dominion took their eyes off Seymour, even for a handful of seconds, the Heresy carrier wouldn’t have a chance.

Seymour inverted his attitude and twisted around in a hard spiral that carried him back through the fighter formation on our tail. The unexpected maneuver would have been impossible for a flesh-and-blood pilot, but Seymour was able to handle the thousands of calculations and micro-adjustments which made it possible.

As he streaked between a pair of Dominion snub fighters, his tentacles lashed out at their cockpits. The needle-shaped fighters extended their maneuvering thrusters, but they were far too slow to avoid their fates. Seymour’s tentacles slammed through the cockpits and snuffed out the pilots’ lives. The damaged ships spun out of control and twirled through space like shards of broken glass.

Seymour unleashed a short burst of plasma shots, and four more Dominion fighters blew apart. Charred bodies tumbled past us as Seymour deftly avoided the wreckage.

Somewhere out there, a Heresy captain was racing toward what he had to think was certain death. He had no weapons, no armor, no shields on his vessel, and yet he’d been given a very precise course that would carry him along the starboard side of a heavily armored frigate. I hoped he stuck to the plan because otherwise we were all about to die.

Commencing terminal run.

Seymour veered away from the surviving fighters and plunged toward the gap he’d created in the frigate’s defenses on his first run. The charred path my AI partner had carved along the frigate’s starboard flank was as wide and defenseless as a Kentucky tobacco field. Seymour had given himself an unobstructed run at the ship’s bow, where the vessel’s command crew were probably shitting their pants at that exact moment.

“Ten seconds to go,” Kira said, her voice flat and emotionless as she fell back into command mode. During times of crisis, she shut off her feelings and focused only on the task at hand. It was impressive, and more than a little scary. “Carrier is on its final approach.”

The fighters didn’t peel off this time. They stuck to Seymour’s tail like a stripe on a skunk and fired with wild abandon as the AI-controlled ship screamed toward the ship’s bow. Some commander must have been scared out of his mind if he’d ordered those fighters to keep firing, because they were doing a lot more damage to the frigate than they were to Seymour.

He dodged and darted around the blasts and left behind nothing but smoking craters and rising flames where the fighters’ bolts struck the frigate’s unprotected surface. He threaded a delicate course between defensive emplacements and relied on speed and agility rather than his cannons to clear a path. He was saving his firepower for bigger targets.

The laser batteries and missile racks tried to keep up with Seymour, but they had no chance. As they swiveled and fired, they took out two of their own ships. The wrecked fighters slammed into the frigate’s hull and opened gaping craters in its surface. Debris and a handful of terrified crewmen were blown into space before the frigate’s decompression safety measures could save their lives.

I’m counting those. I killed them.

I was about to open my mouth to tell him he was doing a good job, but before I could speak the words, the AI replied.

Thanks. I appreciate you understanding how amazing I am. It’s about time.

Seymour dumped loads of screaming death from his plasma cannons as he closed with the frigate’s bow. The blazing bolts tore through the frigate’s armor plates with ease and ripped blackened gashes through its hull. For a solid ten seconds, both cannons pounded the frigate with merciless precision.

“They’re through!” Kira cried, her voice raised in triumph. “The carrier is clear.”

The fighters peeled away from us as Seymour veered away from the frigate’s bow. I hoped we’d given the Heresy carrier enough of a head start, because there was no way those fighters hadn’t seen it shoot past the frigate.

If the carrier reached the atmosphere, it would be safe from both the frigate and the fighters. Neither of those types of Dominion ship were capable of atmospheric flight.

Seymour locked his viewport on the streaking form of the carrier as it plunged toward the safety of Koroshi’s atmosphere.

While the Dominion did have ships that could chase the carrier on the surface, they’d all landed and were busy trying to salvage what was left of the Dragon Queen’s lair. They’d chase us, sure, but the carrier was bee-lining for Syrl’s people and had a head start. Ships on the ground would never get airborne in time to catch it.

“Get those fuckmonkey fighters, Seymour,” I growled, clenching my hands on the arms of the flight chair. I wanted to pull the trigger myself, but I knew the AI was the best choice for this job. His increased accuracy gave him a better chance of shooting the fighters down without a stray shot wrecking the carrier.

And he did just that. Two of the fighters disintegrated as the plasma bolts slammed into their engines. A third was shredded by the debris from those two, and a fourth veered off the pursuit when Seymour nearly rammed it.

This is very fun. More dogfights, please.

The carrier hit the atmosphere at a steep angle and fire engulfed its hull as it plunged toward Koroshi’s surface. It was a terrifying visual but looks could be deceiving. The fire was nothing more than the atmosphere burning against the carrier’s hull, and it signaled safety. The fighters were out of the picture.

“Go for the Dragon Queen’s base, Seymour,” I said. “Fuck ‘em up while they’re on the ground and they won’t have a chance to go after the carrier.”

As you wish, Avatar. Behold my glory.

Seymour streaked out of the sky like a bolt thrown by Zeus himself. The Dominion ships scattered around the wreckage of the base fired up their engines as he approached, but they were far too slow. Seymour’s plasma balls slammed into one ship after another, wreaking havoc on the unshielded vessels before they could raise their defenses. He attacked with pinpoint accuracy, wrecked generators, and smashed engines to pieces. In seconds, he’d crippled more than half the Dominion ships still on the ground.

And Koroshi ate the other half.

As Seymour flattened out of his dive and streaked over the blackened plane, Koroshi began to tear itself apart. The cracks surrounding the Baburuku, who stood with his arms raised as we flew over, widened and ripped through the earth in every direction. A line of lava raced around the Dominion ship’s and the fallen base. The earth groaned within that circle, fracturing and grinding itself to pieces.

A massive sinkhole opened and devoured the Dragon Queen’s hoard and the ships that had been sent to rescue her.

“Koroshi wakes,” Syrl whispered, her hands steepled in front of her lips.

Seymour kept the viewport trained on the destruction in his wake. The sinkhole didn’t stop with eating the base. It grew wider by the second, devoured great chunks of earth, and sent enormous whips of lava soaring toward the sky.

The Baburuku turned toward us and raised his cleaver as he let out a triumphant roar, and then Koroshi devoured him, too.

“Kira, tell the Heresy crew to get those people aboard in a big fucking hurry,” I said. “This place is coming apart at the seams.”

Seymour screamed across the surface of Koroshi and caught up to the carrier pilot in seconds. A few minutes later, he arrived at the rendezvous point and dropped to the ground just beyond the camp.

“Get your people ready,” I said to Syrl. “The second that carrier ship is down, they have to move.”

The next few minutes were a frantic nightmare. Syrl tried to calm her people, but it was a tough sell. The horizon was an inferno, and the earth beneath their feet shook like a wet dog. Children wailed, women screamed, and men demanded to know how they were going to get out of this.

“Hey,” I said, jumping out of Seymour and raising my voice to be sure they all heard me. “Settle down. The evac ship is right on our tail. Get your shit together and shut the fuck up.”

As soon as I shouted the order, I realized that Syrl’s people wouldn’t really understand my words, but then they surprised me by relaxing. I guess telling people to stop being shit heads was kind of a universal language.

“You’re bossy.” Syrl turned and raised an eyebrow at me.

“Extenuating circumstances,” I shot back.

“I like it,” she said with a wink. “When we get somewhere safe, I’m going to—”

The carrier dropped out of the sky, and its roaring engines drowned out Syrl’s voice before I could hear the rest of her promise. The ship’s gangplank slammed onto the ground in the same instant as the landing gear touched down. I had to give it to the pilot, he knew his shit.

“Go!” I shouted over the rising wind. The ground shook and cracked, revealing ugly lines of sizzling lava. Sparks flew around us like demonic fireflies, and ashes stung my nostrils. “Back to the ship, Syrl. We have to go.”

“My people,” she said. “I can’t leave until they’re all safe.”

I didn’t have time for her noble sacrifice. I grabbed her around the waist and threw her over my shoulder.

“They’re loading up,” I shouted. “We have to do the same before Koroshi fucking eats us.”

I charged up the gangplank and tossed Syrl in her seat, then jumped into mine.

“Let’s fucking go,” I shouted, but Seymour was already in the air. Spurts of lava jetted out from cracks in the ground where he’d just been parked, and I heard an eerie crackling noise as molten rock cooled on his hull.

That will leave a mark. When we reach safety, my hull requires a good buffing. Maybe a paint job. Something in gold, I think.

The carrier suddenly lurched as the ground beneath its rear end sank. Syrl’s people screamed as the gangplank lifted off the ground out of their reach.

Shit.

“Kira, tell the pilot to leave the gangplank down, but he needs to get off the ground, now,” I said. “Seymour, it’s time to save lives instead of ending them.”

If they are going to die anyway, my suggestion is you drop down and harvest their souls, but as you will.

Seymour shot over to the carrier as it struggled to rise. There were still five of Syrl’s people on the ground, staring up into the sky as their getaway ship left without them. They were stranded on a pillar of earth, with lava rising all around.

“Get them onto that carrier,” I growled.

Seymour obeyed as he snatched Syrl’s mutant followers off the ground with his tentacles and tossed them as gently as he could through the open side of the carrier. In three seconds, everyone was aboard. The pillar the mutants had stood on vanished into a sea of lava, sending up a fountain of burning earth.

“Let’s get the fuck out of here,” I said, settling back into my seat. “Watch for the frigate, Seymour, we have to cover that carrier once it leaves orbit.”

We soared into the sky as Koroshi burned behind us. I caught a glimpse of the Halls of Blood on the horizon. I wished I’d had more time in there, more time to learn about what came before. More time to learn about what I was becoming.

But all those chances were gone. The twin spires of the Blood Gate blazed with the fire of a sun as the planet came apart around them.

Seymour lagged behind the carrier when it reached the atmosphere, ready to protect it against any pursuit once we left orbit.

A blazing salvo of high energy weapons streaked toward us. The frigate had found its targets.

“How long until the carrier clears the planet’s gravity well?” I asked. The slower ship had to move away from Koroshi before it could jump into the warp.

“Two minutes,” Kira said. “It’s going to be close.”

“Fuck,” I snarled. “Seymour, let’s go on the attack. We can’t let the frigate catch the carrier.”

Their lives are unimportant, Avatar. We should make our escape before it’s too late.

He was right, but I couldn’t do it. I thought of the warriors who’d lost their lives battling the Dominion on Koroshi. I thought of Syrl’s heart breaking if we left her people to die. And I thought of the Baburuku, a whole people wiped out to fulfill their debt. I had to honor those sacrifices.

“Fucking do it,” I said. “We don’t run until they’re gone. First to fight, last to leave.”

Seymour said nothing but turned his nose toward the frigate. He streaked toward the enormous ship without firing his weapons. His engines screamed as he wove a course around the storm of deadly energy streaming toward us. The fighters were all refueling after the last ridiculous chase after Seymour, or we would have been dead.

More than once, a shot pinged off his hull and he wobbled dangerously close to losing control.

I’m damaged, Avatar. I can’t continue on this course for much longer.

“Fire, Seymour,” I said. “Blind those fuckers.”

He complied, throwing a steady stream of plasma bolts at the enemy frigate. The energy missiles splattered across the bigger ship’s shields as Seymour spiraled around to counterattack.

And then the plasma cannons ran dry, and we were so close to the frigate I knew its next salvo wouldn’t miss. This was going to be the end of the road.

Koroshi had the last laugh.

The planet had become a seething ball of magma, no land left in sight anywhere on its surface. Thick tendrils of molten stone flared out into space. And one of them slammed right through the bridge connecting the frigate’s two halves like a burning whip.

The enormous Dominion ship snapped in two, and the separated halves spun away from one another. The bow plunged into the planet’s gravity and dove into the ball of magma at its heart, while the aft spun out into space, the misfiring engines drove it into the black depths.

“Fucking go!” I shouted.

Seymour dropped the hammer and his engines roared as we streaked away from the dying planet. I watched the viewport until a final flare of red hot magma lashed out at the surrounding darkness. I smiled and imagined it was Koroshi’s final middle finger to the universe that had fucked with it for the last goddamned time.
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Chapter 17

The cow people watched in open amazement as the Heresy dropship lowered the first fab unit into the center of a grassy plain. Their wide-set brown eyes never wavered from the glossy steel cube until the thick cable and magnetic clamp had retracted into the dropship’s belly. Then they lowered their heads and closed their eyes against the backwash from the construction vehicle’s thrusters as it headed back to the cargo vessel in orbit above their planet.

I cannot believe you are giving away the preserve. This was our place. Our sacred hunting ground meant to shelter us in times of great danger and provide us heaps of upgrades.

“Zip it,” I said. “The day you showed me this place I warned you I was never going to kill any of these poor dumb fuckers. We are the good guys, Seymour, and the good guys only kill the bad guys.”

A cluster of the cow people ambled past the tree I leaned against and headed down the hill to see what all the fuss was about. Their heads were huge, but their brains were tiny, and I imagined they’d forget where they were going before they’d walked a hundred miles. In the week we’d been on this peaceful planet, which I’d dubbed Cowgraria 1, it had become very clear the cow people weren’t interested in anything not directly related to eating or fucking for very long. Shit, every time they saw one of us they acted like they’d never met us.

“Fabricator One is in place,” Kira’s voice said in my ear. “We’re sending down the solar array. Clear those cow people away from the landing site, please.”

I chuckled and shook my head at the operation. After Koroshi had turned himself into a tiny dying star, we’d been at loose ends as to what to do with Syrl’s people. None of them wanted to go home; they weren’t the same people they’d been before the Dragon Queen transformed them, and they didn’t want to put their families through the trauma of trying to understand it all. Better to let the past die.

There were a few warriors who went to work for the Heresy as shock troopers. They were good soldiers, but the looks I’d seen in their eyes told me they weren’t long for life. The vengeance they sought against the Dominion would never be satisfied. They’d fight until they died, probably sooner rather than later. Tough life.

A few of the less-combat-worthy folks found jobs in the Heresy in technical roles. One of them even turned out to be a pretty great copywriter who hammered out anti-Dominion propaganda day and night. She was a real fiend about it, I guess, and I hoped it gave her some peace.

The majority of Syrl’s tribe, though, were peaceful folks who would be happiest if they never saw another firefight and never even heard the word Dominion for the rest of their natural lives. Myrin wanted to ship them off to one of the quarantine worlds she’d saved during her uprising against the Dominion, but Syrl was having none of that. She didn’t want her people near another potential warzone.

We’d kicked ideas during our whole flight to the Heresy frontier base Kira was using as her new headquarters. I was the one who finally came up with the idea after remembering an early conversation Seymour and I had after he’d kidnapped me. This planet, which he’d intended as a slaughterhouse to build up our bank of souls, was now the official home of Syrl’s tribe.

It’s still my planet. I’m just letting them use it. And if they cross us, we will return for a glorious red harvest. It will be a thing of legend—

“Yeah, yeah,” I said with a smirk. “Seems like the Death Ships leave legends wherever they go.”

The solar array fell out of the sky like a burning spear. The cow people gasped at the plummeting package and backed away as it grew closer to them. They didn’t run, though, which surprised me. They were lucky this planet had no natural predators, or they’d have been extinct a million years ago.

I chose this place for very specific reasons, Avatar. It was to be your training ground where you could hone your skills against foes who would not risk my investment. Imagine how our lives would be different if you’d not thrust us into the heart of an intergalactic war like you thrust yourself into those women.

The wind ruffled my hair with chilly fingers, stirring the leaves above my head as it chased down the hill after the wandering cow people. Seymour was right about one thing: If we’d stayed here, shit would have been much less interesting than it turned out to be.

The satellite array landed with a gentle thump and its landing rockets flopped to the ground like spent fireworks. I smiled as Syrl led a pack of her people to the fallen cargo. They wielded construction tools and electrical gear, following the training we’d given them on the long trip out here. It had been exhausting work getting them ready for their new lives, but seeing it all coming together was more than enough reward.

“Get a move on, Syrl,” I said, loud enough for the comm unit stuffed into my ear to transmit, “you’re looking a little slow down there.”

She turned toward my hill and raised both fingers in a rude salute.

“You should talk, lazy man,” she scoffed. “Come down off that hill and help us put this together.”

I laughed and returned her gesture.

“No way,” I said. “I’m on vacation. And you will be, too, if you can wrap this shit up.”

That earned me laughter from Kira and Myrin.

“Finally, someone who has their priorities straight,” Myrin said. “I’ve got us reservations on the finest pleasure cruiser in the galaxy, and I am not going to miss this trip.”

“We’re ahead of schedule,” Kira said with a chuckle. “But I’m with you. The sooner we get these folks settled, the sooner we can enjoy some R&R.”

That was one of the many things I loved about my new life. Sure, it was grim and bloody, and we were up against an enemy that wanted to see us all bled dry and had the resources to get what it wanted, but the good points were really good. The mutant tribefolk working for their new life had been in constant fear for their life just a couple of weeks ago. Now they were preparing a peaceful new home that would let them raise their families in tranquility. This was why I fought the Dominion.

Well, this and the hot alien women who had seduced me into their war. Call me a softy.

You should wear your armor. Anything could happen out here. I would be very sad if you took a shot in the head from a Dominion sniper while you were lounging around.

“Not gonna happen,” I said. I loved my armor, no doubt about that. It turned me into a one-man army, and it let me do things I’d only dreamed of before it ended up stuck to me. But I didn’t want to become the armor. It was good to feel the sun on my face, the wind in my hair, and the grass under my bare feet. It’s good to remember I’m still a man and not just a killing machine.

You aren’t just a killing machine. I am a god, and you are a part of me, Jay.

“Buddy, I know you didn’t mean that to sound creepy, but it sounds creepy.”

Well then, I’ll say that you are no longer a mere mortal. You have ascended to godhood, and soon the universe will know of our power.

“Alright,” I chuckled. “I like that a bit better.”

It was late in the evening before a trio of shadows made their way up the hill to greet me. Their silhouettes were limned in gold from the setting sun, making them somehow even more gorgeous than the images of them I carried in my head.

“Hey, lazy bones,” Kira called as they crested the hill. “Have a good nap?”

“Several,” I said as I sat up from where I’d been lounging between the gnarled roots of my tree. “Gotta conserve my energy for more important things.”

“Such as?” Syrl asked. She stood in front of me, her long legs framing the setting sun. A crown of bone spikes jutted from her brow, catching the last rays of dusk light.

I hooked a leg behind her knee and yanked her down to me. She gasped and caught herself with both hands on my shoulders. I wrapped both hands around her hips and grinned up into her startled face.

“You know,” I said. “Things.”

Myrin took a seat on the root next to me and raked her fingers through my hair.

“You need a haircut,” she said. “They aren’t going to let you on the cruiser if you look like a homeless refugee.”

Kira took a seat on my right and tugged a few strands of my admittedly unkempt mane.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I kind of like it. He looks cute this way. Like one of the cow boys down there.”

I frowned, but the ladies all laughed. Even Syrl, whose musical voice was a welcome relief. She’d been down in the dumps for days after we left the ruins of Koroshi. Myrin and Kira had worked hard to bring her back out of her shell. It looked like the time they’d spent with her worked.

“I’ll get it cut,” I said. “Or maybe I’ll just leave my armor on all the time. That way you won’t have to look at me.”

“Oh, we can’t have that,” Syrl said, her voice a low purr. She lowered her head and nipped the tip of my nose between her sharp, white teeth. “All your best parts are under the armor.”

“You think?” I asked.

“We know,” Kira said while she ran her hand along my thigh. “Very well.”

“Hey,” I said as Myrin slid down next to me and wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “The cow people are going to see.”

Myrin laughed.

“I’ve had to watch them fucking for the past few days,” she said. “Now it’s my turn to put on a show.”

“I’m all for that,” I said as I lifted Syrl off my lap and sat her on Myrin’s, “but I’ve got a better idea. Give me one minute.”

Before any of them could react, I headed over to Seymour and climbed aboard. I had three hundred and ninety-three souls ready to spend on new upgrades, and I knew exactly what I wanted to buy.

Ah, yes, thank you for spending all those exquisite souls instead of lollygagging around with your herd. I could use an extra--

“I already have what I need picked out,” I said as I pushed my palm against the Soulforge’s access panel. Souls gushed out of my armor and into the ancient artifact, and I closed my eyes as I relived the battles of the past couple of days.

Excellent. More plasma cannons for me? Improved armor?

“Nah,” I said as I flicked my eyes through the upgrades. “I’ll take Level 2 Interiors for one hundred souls, Alex.”

I suppose this upgrade makes sense if you plan to continue adding females to your retinue. Very well, behold my increased mass and volume!

A deep grinding noise echoed through the Soulforge as Seymour reconfigured himself. While he added a pair of new crew quarters and a galley, I looked over my available upgrades.

With almost three hundred souls to spend, I could afford a good chunk of upgrades. For the moment, though, I decided to stick with another quality of life upgrade. The Dominion’s threats were getting bigger and badder, and I’d need to get stronger to keep pace.

“Give me Level 1 Strength,” I said.

A warm flood of power oozed through my veins and my muscles swelled with new strength. I knew a few ladies who were about to be extremely surprised.

You still have souls to spend, Avatar, perhaps you should stay a bit longer.

“Nah,” I said as I headed back outside. “I’ll worry about it when I get back from vacation. Right now, I have more pressing concerns.”

I shed all of my armor except for a pair of metal shorts as I walked down the ramp toward Syrl and the sisters.

“Oh, my,” Kira said as she jumped to her feet. “Somebody’s been working out.”

I grinned, scooped Kira off her feet, and slung her across my shoulders. As Syrl and Myrin laughed, I snatched them up from their places beneath the tree and held one of them under each of my arms. They were so light, I could have carried them all day.

“Put me down!” Syrl laughed. “I can walk.”

“No need,” I said as I headed back to Seymour. “Just enjoy the ride.”

“Oh, we will,” Myrin giggled. “Hey, what happened to Seymour? He’s so much bigger.”

“I’m not the only one who got swole,” I said with a laugh.

Seymour had added the new crew quarters in the now-longer corridor between the Soulforge and my room. The doors were opened, and I showed the girls their new digs. The room was quite impressive. It looked like a fancy suite at a Four Seasons, with ambient light coming from swirly metal crown moulding, and decorative etching along every surface. The best part was the bed. It was big enough for all of us to fit. Hell, it was big enough for all of us and three more women.

“Look, you have your own places to sleep now,” I said.

“But what if we don’t want to sleep in them?” Kira asked.

“Then you’ll get a spanking,” I replied, and hauled all three of them in my room.

You’re welcome, Avatar. I’ll be sure to add this to your library.

I tossed Syrl and Myrin onto the bed and hauled Kira off my shoulder before I kissed her wonderful mouth.

“Let’s get this vacation started,” I said with a devilish grin.

End of book 2
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Thank you for reading this novel! Do you want to see another Death Ship story? Leave me 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 3 comes out. They also won’t tell you when book 4, 5, or 6, 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 Michael-Scott’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 Michael-Scott’s best selling Lion’s Quest series!

Get it here:
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UK

Germany

Australia

Canada

 

To find out more about Michael-Scott and his novels please visit:

www.michaelscottearle.com

 

Editing by Daniel Schmitz, Ginger Earle, Nick Kuhns, Jacqueline Miles (who also edits my audio books), Holly Lenz, Cody Elyko, Jay Taylor, Lucas Luvith, Anthony DePaolo, Kenneth Smith, Alex Hyde, and Zach Summers.

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Copyright 2018 by Michael-Scott Earle

[image: ]

 

cover.jpeg





images/00020.jpeg





images/00017.jpeg





images/00016.jpeg





images/00019.jpeg





images/00018.jpeg





images/00011.jpeg





images/00010.jpeg





images/00013.jpeg





images/00012.jpeg





images/00015.jpeg





images/00014.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg
DERTHESHIP





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





images/00009.jpeg





