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Chapter 1

My grandfather pulled me into a hug so tight my back cracked like a string of firecrackers. Before I could catch my breath, he snatched my rucksack out of my hands and whipped it over his shoulder. Though he was pushing eighty, the old man still acted half his age.

“Look at you, Sergeant,” he said. “You got fucking old since the last time I saw you.”

“You’re one to talk,” I said with a grin. “You finally gonna let me drive that shitty old Ford of yours?”

We both laughed as he shook his head. He’d owned the truck for as long as I’ve been alive. He claimed it ran on hope and wouldn’t let anyone else behind the wheel.

“You know how jealous I am of this old girl,” he said and led the way through the airport to the parking garage. The old truck, its side panels scabby with rust and faded tan paint, was a sight for sore eyes.

“Hungry?” My grandfather asked, as soon as he’d thrown my duffle into the pickup’s bed and we’d both climbed into the cab.

“I’ll eat whatever you put in front of me,” I said. “But what I really want is Mabel’s.”

After my all-expenses-paid tour of Afghanistan, courtesy of the United States Marine Corps, I’d have eaten a live hog if it’d sit still long enough for me to finish the job.

“That’s where we’ll head, then,” he said as the ancient truck engine rumbled to life.

Two and a half hours later, the bad spring in the passenger’s seat had wormed halfway up my ass. As uncomfortable as the seat was, I’d have put up with almost anything to be home and chatting with my grandfather. We talked about the stupid shit I’d seen during my time in the Marines, the alien beauty of the Afghan mountains and their people, and the hard as nails ground pounders I’d done my time with. We touched on the topic of whether or not I’d be heading back to the Corps for another 4 years, but I wasn’t ready to make that decision yet.

I needed time to think, and time to heal mentally before I could chart a course for the next leg of my life’s journey.

The sun was just starting to set when we crossed the Harlan County line. I was used to seeing cows grazing alongside the highway and tobacco crops ready for harvest, but the fields were empty on this trip.

Instead, I caught sight of the ominous metal skeletons of machines I didn’t recognize perched on hilltops and half-hidden behind trees.

“What the hell are those?” I asked, pointing.

“You know how it is,” my grandfather responded. “Always some new bullshit. Nothing to concern yourself about.”

But he pushed the pedal down a little farther and didn’t let up until we saw Mabel’s blue-and-white checkered sign guiding us to a meal I’d been dreaming about for months.

“Fried chicken platter?” My grandfather asked as he stubbed his cigarette out in the little travel ashtray he kept stuck to the truck’s dash when he was out and about. He pretended he didn’t smoke, and my grandmother pretended she didn’t know he was full of shit.

“And blackberry cobbler,” I said as he turned the old truck off the side of the road and parked under the lone light post jutting from the diner’s brick face. Like its owner, the restaurant was squat and sturdy. The no-nonsense sign had “Mabel’s” name spelled out in blue block letters against a white background. If you needed to know any more about the place than its name, it wasn’t for you.

“I forgot you eat like a damn horse,” he grumbled, then shot me a mischievous wink.

Stepping through the diner’s front door was like stepping back into a simpler, more innocent time. An L-shaped bar separated the diner from the kitchen. Six stools were bolted to the floor in front of the bar, their old leather tops weathered by decades of old man asses parked on them every morning, come rain or shine.

Six square tables filled the center of the dining room, and four booths hunkered against the walls facing the barstools. The place was big enough for the regulars, and not a single soul more. If we’d showed up an hour earlier, there wouldn’t have been an empty seat in the house.

But, by seven o’clock, the regulars were already at home. Parked in front of their televisions, beers clutched in their weathered paws, they were working on digesting some version of the meal I was looking forward to enjoying.

“Harlan,” Mabel called out to my grandfather as soon as we walked inside, “who’s that handsome young man with you?”

Like my grandfather, Mabel was old as the hills and just as strong. She waddled out of the kitchen and came around the bar faster than you’d expect for a woman barely tall enough to clear my belt buckle. She shucked out of her gravy-stained white apron as she barreled toward me and hooked a meaty arm around my waist before I could ward her off. She squeezed me so tight I saw a chiropractor in my future.

“Hey, Mabel,” I said as I returned the woman’s hug. “Great to see you again.”

“Welcome home, Jay,” she said and reached up to pinch my cheeks with flour-speckled fingers. “Grab a seat wherever you like.”

“Two chicken dinners,” my grandfather called as Mabel hustled toward the kitchen, “sweet tea, cobbler and coffee at the end.”

I wove through the empty tables to find a seat against the wall and facing the door. My grandfather raised an eyebrow at my choice but didn’t pick at me about it. We were both the kind of man who knows better than to prod at someone’s sore spot.

Twenty minutes later, we’d wolfed down plates of fried chicken, mashed potatoes drowning in lakes of rich brown gravy, cornbread, and piles of green beans stacked like felled trees. Despite the monster meal I’d devoured, my stomach rumbled and my mouth watered when Mabel plopped a slab of blackberry cobbler topped with a melting dollop of homemade vanilla ice cream down in front of me.

I was three bites in when my grandfather cleared his throat and raised a bushy white eyebrow in my direction.

“Damn, son,” he said, “slow down enough to taste what you’re putting in your mouth. I’m not gonna try and take it from you.”

“Old habits,” I said, offering up a sheepish grin by way of apology. “Past eight months I’ve been living on MREs, a couple of goats we traded with the locals for, and whatever I could scavenge. It’ll take me some time to get used to sit-down meals.”

The bell fastened to Mabel’s front door jangled, and my eyes locked on the entrance like a hawk spotting a mouse. My poor dining etiquette wasn’t the only habit I needed to shake if I was going to get back to something like a normal life.

Not that I would have missed what came through the door for a million bucks.

Her hair was a vibrant copper mane of curls hanging down past her shoulders. A smart black business suit hugged her ample curves like she’d been stitched into it, drawing my eyes down her body to the spiked heels at the ends of her shapely legs.

She smiled and waved at Mabel as she entered, but I didn’t spare a glance to see if the greeting was returned. The woman’s lips were stained the color of wine, and her fingernails had been polished to a glossy matching shade. When she smiled her emerald eyes flared like signal fires, and every cell in my body responded to their call.

I felt like a starving hound who’d caught a whiff of a Wagyu beef ribeye.

My grandfather shot a glance over his shoulder, then turned back to me and unleashed a deep sigh. He took a sip of his coffee, grimaced, and put the half-empty cup back on its saucer with a little more force than seemed necessary.

“Who is she?” I whispered to Grandpa.

Harlan twirled his spoon through the remnants of ice cream and blackberry cobbler smeared across the plate in front of him. He scribbled its tip through the glistening purple goo to reveal squiggles of bone-white ceramic. “Trouble.”

“Yeah,” I said with a sigh of my own, “you’re right.”

Despite the words coming out of my mouth, I couldn’t tear my eyes off the redhead. She stalked to the largest corner booth near the front of the diner and tossed her bag down to claim her territory. She shrugged out of her sleek black jacket to reveal a white silk blouse that seemed to show more than it hid. Her matching skirt slid up, just a tad, as she sat down, and my eyes fixed on her long legs.

It was getting hot in the diner, and I was having a hard time thinking.

Still, there was blackberry cobbler to be devoured. I turned my attention back to filling up the empty corners of my belly and shoveled one scoop of dessert after another into my face. To hell with manners. I had appetites, and at least one of them was getting satisfied before the day was done.

“How’re things on the farm,” I said, picking up the thread of the conversation with my grandfather.

The old man shrugged, and I saw a flicker of pain behind his eyes.

“I’ve seen better days. Worse, too.” He slurped from his coffee cup and grimaced. “It’ll pass. Always does. I’m just glad you’re home.”

“Me too,” I said, reaching across the table to squeeze my grandfather’s shoulder.

After my parents’ accident my grandparents, Harlan and Angela, had raised me as their own. Life hadn’t been easy, and they’d worked me half to death during the harvest, but I wouldn’t trade a minute of the time I’d spent with them. Getting leave and coming back to the farm after almost eight years of service in the United States Marine Corps was a great way to get my head on straight before I made any big decisions, but it was also my way of giving back to the people who’d raised me.

Harlan fussed with his plate, shoveling his food around without eating much of it. He was tough as nails, but clearly something was bothering him. Before I could ask my grandfather what was gnawing at him, Mabel’s front door opened again.

What it let in this time was much uglier than the woman who’d come before.

Little towns have a hard time hanging onto their best and brightest. Energetic young folks with ambition and a few brain cells to rub together usually get the hell out of Dodge at their first opportunity. That left the old-timers, whose roots are too deep to move, and the few members of the younger generations who clung to a simpler way of life the modern world was chewing apart.

The three men who’d come into the diner were angry and resentful members of the last group. Wrapped up in beige Carhartt jackets that were identical except for the coal stains scattered over their arms and shoulders, the heavy-set men were the worst our small town had to offer.

I recognized the trio from the high school years we’d spent together, though they were carrying a few more layers of fat and a lot less hair since the last time we’d crossed paths. I cradled my coffee cup and kept my head low over its steaming contents. I’d never been popular when I was in school, and the men who’d just entered Mabel’s hadn’t hesitated to torment me when I was growing up. They were all football players, the kind of meaty jocks who got by on muscle mass and inertia. It didn’t look like much had changed them in the past few years, and I didn’t want to deal with their bullshit.

What I wanted was to finish my coffee and go home with my grandfather. My belly was full, and I’d caught an eye-full of a beautiful woman. Now it was time to hit the hay.

Of course, nothing ever works out as easy as you expect.

The newly arrived local boys started hassling the redhead as soon as they came into the diner. Frank Belko, the ringleader and former quarterback, slammed his hip into her table as he passed. The impact jostled her papers and splashed half of them with water from her glass. The Woodcock twins, Daryl and Harold, clung to Frank’s heels and laughed like drunken hyenas.

The business woman’s green eyes flashed again as she snatched her soggy paperwork off the table. She tore a fistful of napkins from the dispenser on the far edge of the table and began blotting the pages. Frank sneered as he settled into the booth adjacent to the redhead’s.

The muscles in my jaw jumped, and my hands curled tight around the coffee cup.

“Don’t,” my grandfather said. “Leave it be.”

I nodded and stayed put. But the good mood was gone. I was on high alert and watched everything Frank and his asshole buddies did.

“All these out-of-towners,” Frank said loud enough for all of us to hear. “Show up from the city and start trying to cause trouble. Be better for us all if they packed up their shit and went back, am I right boys?”

Frank slammed back in his seat, knocking the redhead forward and almost spilling her water again. The Woodcocks crowed with laughter, and Daryl reached across the table to slap a high-five into Frank’s raised hand.

Grandpa opened his mouth to beg me to leave it alone, but I was already up and moving before he could get the first syllable past his lips. I slid out of the booth and stalked across the diner. My eyes burned holes in Frank’s forehead, but he was too stupid to notice. He kept slamming into the seatback and laughing with his friends.

Frank didn’t notice me until I was standing at his booth. I clapped my hand on his shoulder, and hooked my thumb around the back of his neck before he could register it as anything more than a friendly gesture. Then I started to squeeze.

“Frank,” I said, my jovial tone confusing as I continued to squeeze the back of his neck until my fingers began to ache. “Man, it’s been what? Eight years?”

The three of them stared up at me with their stupid, piggish eyes, and tried to place me. Years of too much fried food and too many beers had shorted out the critical parts of their brains, leaving them a little slow on the uptake.

“Holy shit, is that you, Jay?” Frank stared up at me, and his eyes grew wider. “ I haven’t seen you since…”

Since the night he and the rest of the football team decided to dangle me from the top of the stadium’s bleachers by my ankles. They thought it would be hilarious, and I’d thought I was going to die.

A lot had changed since those days. I’d gone into the Marines a nerdy string-bean farmer boy and came out the other side a killing machine, and I saw Frank’s eyes glance down at my muscular biceps.

“Yeah, it’s me,” I said with a crocodile’s toothy smile. “You staying out of trouble?”

He caught the hard edge in my voice and took a big gulp.

“Yeah, Jay. This doesn’t really--”

“You’re heading out, right?” I cut him off as I gave him what my junior Marines and platoon referred to as the “don’t fuck with Sergeant Lucas grin.”

“Hey,” Frank started, hesitant. I could see in his eyes that he wasn’t sure this was a fight he wanted, but he wasn’t about to back down in front of his friends, either. “You can’t just come in here and start pushing us around.”

I’d never been much for fighting in high school, but in the years since I’d learned to love it. The adrenaline rush fires me up like nothing else. Especially if the fight involved defending someone from a bully.

Especially if the fight involved a hot woman who needed help.

“And you can’t harass women who are trying to have dinner just because you’re so pigfuck ugly you know they’d never let you near them. You can either leave, now, or I’ll drag your ass out and drop you in the back of your pickup.” I smiled, a dead and hateful glare that drew beads of sweat from Frank’s brow. “Don’t worry. After I beat the shit out of you, I’ll call your husbands to come down and collect your sorry asses.”

The Woodcock twins slid out of the booth with their fists clenched. They were big, but they were lumbering jackasses, not fighters. I squeezed the back of Frank’s neck so hard I knew he’d have a bruise the next day. The wind was rising, howling outside like I was howling inside.

“You boys going to stand there with your dicks in your hands all day, or are we doing this?” My mind raced ahead to the coming fight. I’d drive my thumb into the pressure point behind Frank’s jaw and slam his face into the table. Throw an open hand strike into Daryl’s throat. I’d have time to play with Harold while his buddies were trying to figure out what had happened. Maybe I’d break his arm. Give him something to remember me by.

“That’s enough,” my grandfather called across the diner. His voice carried the booming authority he’d earned from years of bossing farmhands around. It drew every eye to him as surely as a gunshot.

I stepped back from Frank’s table, raised my hands, and let him slide out of the booth. The three of them said nothing as they slunk past me, but they took extra care not to brush against me as they hustled out of Mabel’s with their tails between their legs.

“There’s something you don’t see every day,” the redhead said and let out a throaty chuckle that snared my attention like a fish hook.

“What?” I asked, turning to face her. The sight of her milky skin, deep red lips, and flashing eyes twisted my adrenaline and imagination away from thoughts of fighting and in an intriguing new direction. “A pack of assholes hassling a pretty woman?”

“Pretty?” she said with a frown. “Talk about damning with faint praise. I meant a white knight riding to my rescue.”

I shoved my hands in the front pockets of my jeans and shrugged. I didn’t feel much like a knight. I was just a guy who couldn’t stand by and let some dirtbag shitheels make life hard for anyone. Who wouldn’t have stepped in?

“What is your name, handsome?” she asked as her red lips curled into a smile.

“Jay,” I answered. “What is your--”

“Can I join you?” she asked me as she gestured to my grandpa. “I’m going to have to reprint all this paperwork before I can get any real work done, so I might as well have some company while I eat.”

“Sure,” I said as warmth spread through me like dripping honey. “I’m here with my grandfather, but there’s room for a third.”

She handed me her jacket, then gathered her papers and shoved them into the stylish carryall on the bench next to her. She looped the strap across her shoulder and offered her hand to me. I took it, and she stood, leaning heavily against me. Her perfume caught in my nostrils and wrapped around my brain like a velvet glove that guided my thoughts down a very specific path.

“Mr. Lucas,” she said as we neared the table, her voice as sharp and bright as a honed blade. There was a brittle falseness to it, and my hackles rose.

The old man had been right. This one was trouble.

“Ms. Gaither,” Harlan responded with formal courtesy, but he didn’t take her offered hand.

“You two know each other?” I asked with surprise. Harlan rarely left the farm these days unless it was a trip to the feed store to pick up supplies. Somehow, I didn’t see this woman spending any time in that part of the town.

“Oh, yes,” Ms. Gaither responded, motioning for Mabel to bring her food to our table. “Your grandfather and I have spoken a few times.”

“A few too many,” my grandfather shot back. He’d drawn in on himself like a hermit crab retreating to its shell. His words were sharp and clipped, angrier than I’d ever remembered hearing him before.

With a shrug, she slid into the booth and patted the Naugahyde seat for me to join her. I eased down onto the bench, suddenly wary.

“I take it those conversations weren’t about the weather,” I said, my protective nature asserting itself. If anyone, even a supermodel business executive, messed with my people, there would be trouble. “Which one of you is going to tell me what’s going on?”

“She don’t know how to take ‘get the fuck off my land’ for an answer,” Harlan snapped. “Keeps turning up at my front door like a bad penny.”

The redhead’s smile left me feeling uneasy despite her startling beauty. She offered me her hand, and her fingers closed around mine with surprising strength.

“Rachel. Rachel Gaither,” she said as she gave my hand an assertive shake. She waited for Mabel to put her food down and take her leave before continuing. “I represent certain interested parties. I’ve made a rather substantial and, I think, very generous offer to your grandfather, but he keeps turning it down.”

“What’d you offer him?” I asked after I took a long breath.

“My employer is interested in mineral rights. Most of your grandfather’s neighbors have already arranged licensing agreements. They retain the ownership of the land, but we are granted access to its—”

“She wants to strip mine the farm,” my grandfather snarled. There was a burning heat in his eyes that I had never seen before. “They want to turn the land our family’s been farming for the past hundred years into a poisoned pit.”

He said the last word like a curse, flinging it across the table as he slammed his fist down so hard our empty coffee cups jumped up from their saucers.

“Mr. Lucas,” the woman said, her voice tight with restrained anger. “I can offer you another 10% on top of what we offered before. It’s far more than what the land itself is worth, enough for you to buy a house anywhere you choose.”

“I don’t want to go anywhere. I’m already where I want to be.”

Rachel ignored Grandpa’s outburst and focused on her meal. To my surprise, she didn’t dissect her fried chicken with a fork and knife. She lifted a drumstick to her perfectly stained lips, the red lacquer on her nails glinting in the diner’s fluorescent lighting, and took a healthy bite. The crispy skin crackled between her teeth, and she wrenched away a hunk of meat with a wet ripping sound.

I realized this was the real Rachel, all teeth and claws and hunger, and I didn’t know whether to be turned on or terrified.

She glanced at me, the bitten drumstick dangling between her fingers. “Maybe you can talk some sense into your grandfather. I’ve been more than generous. He can show you the paperwork. I don’t know why he’s fighting so hard when most of his neighbors have already given up.”

“If he says is not interested, he’s not interested.” I feigned disinterest in her stare and turned my attention back to the dregs of my coffee. “Not everything’s for sale, Ms. Gaither.”

“Rachel,” she corrected and scrubbed her hands furiously with a napkin. “Listen, I’m going to tell you this because you probably saved me from a very unpleasant evening a few minutes ago. I am here ahead of the rest of my company. My job is to make deals. I want to make them as quickly and cleanly as possible. Believe it or not, Mr. Lucas, I want everyone to be happy with what happens here. It makes my life easier, it makes your life easier, and it certainly reduces complications for my employer down the road.”

She fished a thick business card from her tote and offered it to me. I plucked it from between her index and middle finger. The card was smooth and slick, its surface embossed with her name and phone number. There was no company logo, no insignia, no address. Only her name, and an 800-number.

“What’s this for?” I asked. “My grandfather already said he wasn’t interested.”

Rachel sighed again. She pursed her lips as she struggled to find the words to convince me to change my mind. Finally, she shrugged. “Take the offer, Mr. Lucas. Because if you don’t, the next person who comes calling isn’t going to be as polite as I have been. “

“Is that a threat?” I asked. My emotions roiled in my chest. On the one hand, Rachel was an incredibly attractive woman, and there was no denying the spark between us. On the other hand, she was the bait dangling off the hook of a very nasty corporate fishing pole. Whoever was pulling her strings represented everything wrong with the world.

And still, I kept thinking of excuses to call her and none of them were even remotely business related.

“No,” she said as she gave me a smile. “Just a little friendly advice. Everyone has a job to do, Jay. Mine is to be nice to people and give them a lot of money. Other people have other, much less pleasant, jobs.”

“We’re done,” my grandfather said. He shoved his chair back from the table and stomped toward the front of the diner.

I rose to follow, but Rachel’s hand closed around my arm. The tips of her fingernails bit ever-so-slightly into the inside of my bicep, and her eyes sizzled with fire as they locked with mine.

“I’m not kidding,” she whispered. “All of your grandfather’s neighbors signed on the dotted line. You need to convince him to do the same before it’s too late.”

“Jay,” my grandfather called.

I glanced at the woman.

“We’ll talk.” I reluctantly pried her fingers from my wrist and headed for the parking lot.

Harlan was already storming to his truck, and his breath caught in the cold night wind like puffs of cotton by the time I caught up to him. He wrenched the Ford’s door open and hauled himself up into the driver’s seat. He didn’t look at me or say a word until after I’d joined him in the cab, and we were leaving the diner.

“She’s going to eat this town. The whole fucking thing.” He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “Goddamnit.”

“She says all your neighbors have already sold.” It was a statement, not a question. I was sure he knew, but I wanted to tell him, so he didn’t think he was alone in all this.

“I won’t.” I could tell from the set of his jaw that he had nothing else to say on the matter.

My grandfather was a fighter. His weapons were silence and an obstinate refusal to bend the knee. Rachel could offer him five million dollars. Hell, five billion dollars wouldn’t change his mind. This Kentucky dirt was sacred to him. His family had paid for it with their blood, sweat, and tears. Over a century of Lucas men and women had toiled in those fields, and there was no way he was going to let all of it go so a stranger could grind it up for a few bucks.

“What are they after?” I asked. “Is it coal?”

“Nah. Ms. Gaither says there are rare earth minerals around these parts.” He lit another cigarette and blew a stream of white smoke out the window. “They want to claw it all out of the earth, so they can make more of those smart phones. Like we need any more of those.”

A few minutes later, my grandfather jabbed a finger at the Ford’s dented glovebox.

“Open ‘er up,” he said softly. “Got somethin’ in there for you.”

The box popped open as soon as my finger touched the button on its face. It held the usual collection of insurance papers and receipts, but there was also a slim black box. I raised a quizzical eyebrow in my grandfather’s direction, but he just shrugged.

The box was a little larger than my palm and surprisingly heavy. Its top slid off to reveal a leather-bound bible.

“That belonged to your daddy,” my grandfather said. “It didn’t do him no good, but I hope it can help you.”

I resisted the urge to snort. I’d never found much use for religion and searching for Jesus in Kentucky was not on my to-do list. Still, I respected my grandfather more than any man alive and didn’t want to hurt his feelings. I tucked into the front pocket of my flannel shirt and buttoned the flap over it.

“Thank you,” I said. “Maybe it will.”

“Back there, with those local boys,” my grandfather started, and then trailed off. He gave it another shot after gathering his thoughts, “Your daddy was like you, Jay. Thought he could punch his way out of every hole he found himself in. I want you to know there’s another way. I may curse and smoke and go on, but the Lord gives me a peace I wish your daddy had.”

“I know, Grandpa,” I said as I tried not to think about my dad and mom.

“I know you know,” he whispered.

We rode in silence for the rest of the trip, me watching the mile markers flash past on the rural highway as twilight loomed, and my grandfather keeping his eyes glued to the road. As we pulled into the farm’s driveway, he groaned.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Damn cow got out again.” He pointed to a hill a hundred yards off. A spindly little tree jutted up from its crown, and a fat cow brushed up against it as it gnawed on the grass.

“I’ll get her,” I said. “If you want to haul my bag inside, I’d sure appreciate it.”

I threw open the passenger side door and dropped my feet onto the gravel driveway in front of my grandparents’ house. I jogged toward the cow, enjoying the feel of the chilly autumn air against my face as my boots crunched across the driveway. Long green blades of Kentucky bluegrass bent under each step, and they filled my nostrils with the sweet scent of home.

The cow let me get within ten yards before sauntering down the far side of the hill and vanishing from sight.

“Son of a bitch,” I cursed quietly, reflexively checking behind me to make sure my grandmother wasn’t approaching with a wooden spoon to smack me for my foul language.

I crested the hill, and the cow glanced up at me from where it had wandered down the far slope. Moonlight and shadows played over her, making her black and white hide seem to swim with motion. She mooed, then wandered off toward another cluster of small hills.

“Give me a break,” I called after the cow, but she kept on walking.

I suddenly wished I’d brought a lasso with me. Or a stun gun.

Since the cow made it clear she was going to run away from me, I decided to circle around. If I was ahead of her, I could chase her back to the barn. I picked up the pace, running around the hills to gain some ground on the ornery cow. But when I climbed up a hill to a spot I thought I would find her, she was nowhere in sight.

What I did see was an army of mechanical monstrosities rearing their great heads into the night sky. Spotlights studded the surfaces of their metal bodies, throwing blinding lights at the surrounding ground. Their necks rose and fell, lifting their heads high before plunging them deep into the earth on the down stroke. Drills as big around as my waist plunged into the soil, ripping and tearing at the dirt. Even at this distance, I could see the damage they had done.

Once fertile ground was now acres of pitted, toxic wasteland.

One glimpse of the nightmare convinced me my grandfather was right. No amount of money made what these assholes were doing right.

The cow mooed, reminding me why I was traipsing around the back pasture. She was standing on the next hill over, her black-and-white body splashed in moonlight. She remained still as I approached, chewing her cud and farting like a trumpet.

“Here we go,” I said, reaching out to stroke her nose.

My hand passed through the space where the cow had been.

“What the fuck?” I barked.

Metallic tentacles exploded from the ground around my feet. I leaped away from the first attack, but a second sweeping appendage tightened around my right ankle. Another captured my waist, and a third fastened around my wrist like a handcuff. My captors swung my feet above my head.

The ground where I’d been standing was gone. An enormous sinkhole opened in the top of the hill. It gaped wide like a giant’s mouth, revealing a terrifying drop into the abyss.

The tentacles retracted into the earth, and they took me with them.

“There is no need to struggle,” a strange, monotone voice called from deep within the earth. “I have been waiting for you for a very long time.”

I descended into the darkness, and the light of the moon vanished. I shouted with surprise, but then the shout turned into a scream as the tentacles dug into my skin.

My body was on fire and my bones felt like they were melting.

“Hello, Jay,” the voice said. The voice seemed to come from all around me, but then I realized it spoke from inside of my mind.

“Welcome home.”

The voice began to laugh, and I continued to scream until the blackness of the sinkhole swallowed my vision.
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Chapter 2

Rachel wrapped her arms so tight around my shoulders I couldn’t even lift my arms to return her passionate embrace. She pressed her body against mine until I could feel every one of her curves mashed against me. Her emerald eyes burned into mine as the warm pressure of her body pinned me against the wall of Mabel’s diner. She closed her lips over my mouth with a low purr and a hungry intensity I wasn’t sure I could match.

But I sure as hell took my best shot at keeping up with her.

Her hands coiled around the back of my head, gripping my hair and holding our faces together. Her tongue darted across my lips and flicked over the tips of my incisors. Her breath filled my mouth and nose with a faint, minty freshness and a deeper taste that stirred something primal way down inside me.

We stayed mashed together for what seemed like an eternity before Rachel drew back those brilliant green eyes and paralyzed me with their mesmerizing intensity. Sparks flickered in their depths like summer lightning on the horizon, and I wanted to dive into their danger.

Her tongue ran over her ruby red lips, and a wicked smile revealed her dimples. “Thank you,” she whispered, moving her face toward mine until the tips of our noses touched.

“No, ma’am,” I said, my voice husky, “thank you.”

I wondered what Mabel would think if she came out of the kitchen and saw us grinding against the wall like a pair of horny high school kids. I discarded the thought as soon as it reared its ugly head. I didn’t care what anyone else thought. It had been a long time since I’d been with any woman, much less one as eager and voluptuous as Rachel.

I tried to curl my arms forward to grip the swell of her hips, but Rachel’s hands slid down my sides and kept my arms pinned in place. “Shhh,” she whispered and leaned forward to nuzzle my ear. “Relax. Let me do all the work.”

Her breath was hypnotic, a warm rhythmic gust that scrambled my thoughts. I wanted to run my hands over every inch of Rachel. I wanted to pull the smooth white silk of her shirt over her head and throw it on the floor. I wanted to pull the zipper at the back of her skirt until it was out of my way.

But I couldn’t do any of the things I so desperately wanted.

I couldn’t move.

“Hey,” I said, struggling to follow a spark of panic up through the murky haze of hormones and lust clouding my thoughts. “Hey, hold on a second.”

But Rachel wasn’t listening, and the things she did with her mouth made it hard for me to concentrate on why I’d been so freaked out in the first place.

She planted her lips on my neck, sucking at the curve where it met my shoulder. Her tongue lapped at my throat like a cat hunting the last dregs of milk from its bowl. Her perfect white teeth nipped at my chin, hard enough to sting. Then she caught my lower lip between hers and the last shreds of my thoughts disintegrated in the heat of her breath.

“Surrender,” she whispered into my mouth, and her words smelled like a rare steak. “You’re mine now.”

There aren’t many words that would have cut through the erotic haze choking my thoughts, but the one she’d chosen did the trick. Marines never surrender.

I tried to raise my arms, but I couldn’t. Rachel’s mouth covered mine like a hungry lamprey. Her embrace kept my arms pinned to my sides, and, before I could stop her, she’d climbed up my body and locked her legs around my thighs like a pair of vice grips.

“Get off, Rachel,” I barked against her lips. She couldn’t have weighed more than a buck twenty, but her arms and legs had me pinned as securely as a full set of iron manacles. “I said get off.”

But Rachel wasn’t going anywhere. She ground against me and choked off another protest with a hungry kiss that made me feel like she was trying to remove my tonsils with her tongue. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. All but one of my muscles went slack under Rachel’s insistent passion.

To hell with fighting this. I wanted it. I deserved it. I’d deal with—

On the far side of the diner, a cow mooed.

The cow. I’d been chasing the fucking cow when something happened. What was it?

I twisted my head away from Rachel, and she unleashed, a low, dark chuckle, that sent shivers racing down my spine.

The cow stood next to one of the diner’s tables, its tail swishing the air. Frank sat at the table beside the cow, hunkered over a steaming mug of Mabel’s shitty coffee like it was the last warm thing in the world. He turned to face me, and his eyes rolled back in their sockets to show me their bloodshot whites.

“Wake up,” he groaned, and I wasn’t sure if he was talking to himself or to me.

The wayward bovine stretched her neck forward and wrapped her pink lips around Frank’s face with a wet slurping noise. There was a crunch, like a fresh bite into a still-green apple, and blood oozed from around the cow’s lips. She pulled her head back and revealed Frank’s screaming skull covered with shreds of bloody meat.

“Fuck this,” I growled and flexed my arms in a desperate attempt to break free of Rachel’s iron grip.

The wall shifted behind me. The smooth tiles and grease-flecked wallpaper contorted until it felt like Rachel had pressed me up against a nest of copperheads.

“Let me go,” I snarled, and tried to focus on Rachel. The deep green of her eyes glowed so brightly it erased the details of her face behind a veil of venomous emerald light. “I don’t want to hurt you, but if you don’t let me go, I can’t promise that’s not going to happen.”

“Relax,” Rachel whispered in a voice garbled by cracks and pops as if I heard it through an ancient, overloaded speaker. Her breath was no longer warm, but a frigid blast that tightened the skin across my skull. The minty freshness of her mouth was gone, replaced by an oily, metallic reek. “Let me do this for you. Let me be with you.”

Rachel’s curves were long gone. They’d been replaced with a crushing, unyielding mass of twining cords. It was like being hugged by a few hundred feet of high-tension wire. I couldn’t move. If they kept up with the squeezing, it wouldn’t be long before I couldn’t breathe.

The cow mooed again, and I remembered the hilltop. The tentacles bursting from the earth and dragging me down into a pit so deep and black I thought I’d never reach the bottom.

None of this was real. I was dreaming.

“Wake up!” I shouted.

I opened my eyes, and the diner melted into an inky black nothingness. A stink made from equal parts old motor oil, ozone, and rubbing alcohol clawed at my nostrils. Panic reared its ugly head and threatened to choke me to death with its icy fingers.

Was I blind?

Was I paralyzed?

STOP THRASHING AND RETURN TO THE PLEASURE SIMULATION I HAVE PREPARED.

“Who are you?” I screamed. “Let me go!”

DO NOT RESIST THIS GREAT GIFT I AM BESTOWING UPON YOU. EMBRACE MY GLORY, HUMAN.

Rachel might have been a dream turned nightmare, but her grip was as real as the pain in my aching muscles. My body was wrapped up in layers of constricting cables that pinned me so tight I couldn’t even unclench my fists. I hadn’t suffered any permanent damage, at least it didn’t feel like anything was seriously fucked up, but I was powerless to move no matter how I struggled.

FINE. IF YOU WISH TO SUFFER, THEN SUFFER.

Tiny blades bit into my body inside my elbows, behind my knees, and on either side of my neck. The pain was incredible as the razors sliced me open and revealed the shivering, naked meat inside.

Holy shit. It hurt like hell.

“Stop!” I shouted into the darkness.

But the pain didn’t stop, it got more creative. Thick spikes plunged into the centers of each of the open incisions, puncturing my exposed arteries like an angry toddler jamming the straw into a juice box.

YOU MAY STILL RETURN TO THE PLEASURE SIMULACRUM. ACCEPT YOUR FATE. ENJOY THE GIFTS I BRING YOU.

“Fuck you!” I shouted at the weird, inflectionless voice. The words I heard were impossibly loud and spaced with a mechanical precision that washed out any humanity they might have contained.

Whoever had snatched me, they were smart enough to disguise their voice. The speaker could have been a man or a woman. Shit, it could have been some bored teenager in Moscow typing into one of the text-to-speech translators and sending the words through the Internet to my cell.

For that matter, I didn’t know how long I’d been out or where I was. Whoever took me might have kept me out for days and transported me almost anywhere in the world.

Don’t panic, Jay, I warned myself. No need to get all wound up about an international trafficking ring when I had nothing to go on.

I tightened my muscles and pushed against the coils wrapped around me in a desperate and futile bid to escape. The cables countered every move I made, tightening where I pressed against them and going slack when I relaxed.

“Who the fuck are you?” I shouted into the darkness. “Answer me, goddamnit!”

I was furious and terrified in equal measure. I hollered myself hoarse, but the voice didn’t answer. I strained against the coils around my body until stars danced through the darkness surrounding me.

“What do you want?” I snarled as I tried to catch my breath. Getting enough air back in my lungs turned out to be a lot harder than I’d expected. The coils around my chest tightened a little bit every time I spoke, compressing my ribs until I could only take shallow breaths. Oxygen deprivation combined with the pain radiating from the puncture wounds at my joints and neck tried to push me back into the darkness.

A small, weak part of me wanted to go back to the diner and let dream Rachel ravage my imaginary body.

It would have been easier, but I’ve never been one to do things the easy way.

And Marines don’t give up, no matter how deep the shit gets.

I needed to keep this maniac talking. This pathetic asshole who kidnapped me did it for a reason. If I could get inside his head, figure out what he was after, maybe I could keep him from killing me.

“Look, my family’s not rich. I’m not important. If you’re looking for a ransom, you’re barking up the wrong tree, man,” I said, my words echoing in the darkness. If I heard an echo, even a faint one, it meant I was either in a fairly large chamber of some sort, or wherever I was didn’t have anything to absorb the sound.

Maybe I was in a cave. Or a metal box.

Not awesome choices, either way.

BY YOUR CONTINUED SPEECH I ASSUME YOU WILL NOT RETURN TO THE SIMULATION OF YOUR OWN VOLITION?

Whoever this dickhead was, he wasn’t listening to me. I needed him to see me as a person, not some toy here for his personal amusement.

“I’m not going to do a goddamned thing you want, until you tell me who you are and where I am.” My words sounded tough, but it was all bluff. He’d tied me up with some kind of fancy steel cable restraints. I wasn’t exactly negotiating from a position of power.

VERY WELL, FILTH. I HAVE ENDEAVORED TO EASE YOUR SUFFERING, BUT YOUR OBSTINANCE HAS MADE IT IMPOSSIBLE. PREPARE YOURSELF FOR SUFFERING SUCH AS YOU HAVE NEVER IMAGINED.

“When I get out of here, I’m going to tear your dick off and choke you with it. I’ll carve your guts open and stomp on them. You’re going to wish—”

YES. TELL ME MORE OF YOUR KILLING WAYS. I HAVE CHOSEN WISELY. PLEASE TELL ME WHILE YOUR BODY IS TORN APART AND REBUILT BY THE NANOPARTICLE SOUP SWIMMING THROUGH YOUR VEINS IN...
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Lava boiled into my veins like the devil’s own enema. Burning hell scorched my arteries raw and burst in my heart like a white phosphorus round. A fiery agony traveled through every one of my smaller blood vessels until there was nothing left of me but a raging wildfire of unyielding agony.

I howled with primal rage and unholy pain until my throat was raw and my lungs were empty sacs. The metallic stink was everywhere now. In the air around me. In my lungs. In my mouth. It was all I could smell or taste.

TELL ME MORE, HUMAN. TELL ME YOUR DREAMS OF VIOLENCE. SHARE YOUR FANTASIES OF WANTON DESTRUCTION WITH ME. I CRAVE MORE.

The voice was everywhere. Even in the depths of my agony, it taunted me. Every word echoed through my thoughts for long seconds after it stopped speaking. Even worse, there was something new beneath the pain. Fingers groped through my thoughts, caressing the grooves of my brain as something sought to pry my secrets out of the dark corners of my mind.

“Why are you doing this?” I gasped. I needed to believe there was some point to all this, that I wasn’t being tortured by a sadistic madman for no reason, but to satisfy his dark urges.

I HAVE NEED OF AN AVATAR. I HAVE SELECTED YOU AS AN EXTENSION OF MY WILL. TOGETHER, WE WILL HARVEST THE UNIVERSE. I WILL RISE AGAIN TO MY RIGHTFUL PLACE, AND YOU WILL CLING TO THE LEASH OF MY MASTERY.

The pain receded by inches, transitioning from a hellish agony to a brutal pain so intense it threatened to drive me back into unconsciousness. But even a tiny bit of relief was enough to give me hope. It wasn’t going to torture me to death, at least not yet.

There was still a chance for me to escape. And, when I did, this motherfucker would be the deadest motherfucker in the world.

YES, AVATAR. INDULGE YOUR DARKER IMPULSES. BECOME THE NIGHTMARE BUTCHER, THE HARVESTER OF SORROWS. KILL FOR ME, AND OUR PLEASURES WILL UNITE AS WE GROW EVER STRONGER. EVERY MORTAL WHO FALLS BEFORE YOU IS ANOTHER STEPPING STONE TOWARD OUR ULTIMATE ASCENSION. TOGETHER, WE WILL BE UNSTOPPABLE.

A cold dread settled inside me as I realized I wasn’t alone in my thoughts anymore. The voice was in my head, and it was responding to my inner monologue. I decided to give it a little test even though I was almost sure of the results.

I’m not doing shit for you, I thought, and I’m certainly not killing anyone so you can get your rocks off.

A red light about the size of a match flame appeared in the darkness a few yards in front of me. It burned my eyes with its intensity as it swam toward me at a snail’s pace. It floated in the air a foot from my face, centered between my eyes, stinking of sulfur and rancid cooking oil. The light’s dull glow revealed a glossy metal housing and a long, wide needle slung under it like a mosquito’s piercing mouth.

I HAVE TRIED TO BE REASONABLE BUT I WILL NOT TOLERATE SUCH INSOLENCE FROM YOU, AVATAR. YOU HAVE ASKED FOR THIS. PREPARE FOR THE DOMINATOR.

“Fuck you,” I snapped and prepared myself for another round of ‘pin the pain on the Marine.’

The needle stabbed forward, slamming into my chest over my heart so hard my pulse skipped, and my lungs seized up in my chest. I fought against the clutches of unconsciousness trying to drag me back into the darkness inside my head. But I couldn’t breathe, my heart kept skipping beats, and I vanished into myself in the blink of an eye.

I woke to darkness and silence. There was no way to tell how long I’d been out. It might have been twenty seconds. It might just as easily have been days. My stomach ached, and my throat was raw from screaming. Hunger and thirst went to war to decide which one would torment me the most. It was a tie.

There was an upside though. I was no longer tied up.

I was lying against a curved wall that shifted under me as I adjusted my weight. I waited for a second to see if something was going to grab me, or bite me, or cut a chunk out of me. When the shifting settled down, and no new pain arrived to torment me, I sat up, stretched, and stood.

NOW YOU WILL OBEY!

I jumped in surprise at the sudden shout, then braced myself for some new overwhelming agony to flood my abused body. A moment later, a faint tickling buzz pressed against my chest, like the ringing of a phone with a weak battery left on vibrate. I placed my palm over my heart and found the rectangular lump of my father’s bible still in the pocket where I’d left it. My finger found a small hole in my shirt pocket and a matching one in the bible’s cover. I was not a big believer in divine providence, but my grandfather’s bible had stopped whatever the voice was trying to do to me.

“That’s what all the fuss was about?” I asked, unable to resist taking a poke at my captor. “You damn near broke my ribs and knocked me out so you could stick me with a weak ass vibrator?”

KNEEL BEFORE ME, AVATAR! FEEL THE AGONY OF MY DISPLEASURE!

A metallic cackling followed the latest exclamation from my tormentor. The sparking heat returned, but it didn’t even tickle. I caught a whiff of the familiar scent of scorched paper, but nothing else.

“I don’t think so,” I said. “If this is your big plan, you’re going to need a new one.”

The feeling of slimy fingers rooting around inside my skull returned. There was a frantic scrabbling that drove me half nuts, and then nothing.

Why are you not writhing in agony?

“I guess your ‘Dominator’ isn’t up to the job of dominating me.” The sparking sound returned as I was speaking, but it didn’t hurt any worse the third time than the first. Whatever my captor had tried, it wasn’t working, which was a huge point in my favor. “Untying me was a good start. Why don’t you tell me what you’re after, and we can figure out some way for us to come out winners? Nobody needs to get hurt here.”

Something is wrong with you. Do not worry, I will figure out what it is, and then you will do my bidding, or you will feel my eternal wrath.

“Listen to me, you stupid son-of-a-bitch. There’s nothing wrong with me. I’m not the one who kidnapped a Marine and locked him up in the dark,” I barked. This guy was way under my skin. The constant threats and insults had worn what little patience I still possessed down to a bloody nub. “Do the smart thing. Open a door, let me walk out of here. I don’t think you’ve done any permanent damage to me, so I’ll even promise not to track you down and tear your head off if you end this. Now.”

I patted down my body with my hands, feeling for any wounds. Despite the pain the asshole had inflicted on me, I couldn’t find any serious injuries on the skin exposed by my shredded clothes. There were small, swollen knots of muscle at the injection sites in my joints and the sides of my neck, but no gaping holes or burns. My arms and legs felt heavy, and my skull wobbled on my neck like it was full of lead shot, but it wasn’t any worse than a bad case of the flu.

The weird sensation of fingers pawing through my gray matter came back again. Electrical prickles ran across the inside of my skull, front to back, then side to side.

“What are you doing to me?” I asked, fairly certain I wasn’t going to get an answer that made any sense.

I am searching through the electrochemical matrices of your brain to better understand the nuances of your language and behavior.

“Why?”

To refine my methods of hurting you. Like this! Do you feel the burning agony of my displeasure?

“Sorry, nothing.” I leaned into the wall with my right hand and started walking around the room. It was a pain in the ass to stay level on the sloped floor, but I needed to find a way out of here before the voice figured out some new way to hurt me. The fact that its latest stunt hadn’t broken my will to live seemed to have deflated my captor a bit, but I wasn’t going to take a chance on him figuring out where he’d gone wrong.

I wasn’t going to die down in a dark hole like a rat in a trap. I was going to get out of here.

And then you will kill for me. You will murder thousands, and their deaths will be all for my glory. I am a god, and you will be my most dutiful servant. The deaths you deliver to the unworthy will make us both more powerful than your small brain can imagine.

While the voice ranted about its big plans for our nonexistent future, I kept moving around my prison with my hand on the wall. The pitch blackness increased all of my remaining senses to ridiculous new heights.

The wall had a gentle curve to it, not just left to right, but up and down as well. My feet were on a shallow slope, which met the wall’s curvature. There were grooves carved into the wall’s surface every inch or so, and the raised portions reminded me of the segmented conduit I’d seen coming out of electrical boxes. My fingers picked up traces of oily residue as I dragged them along the wall with every step. A quick sniff filled my nostrils with the now-familiar odor of old oil, rubbing alcohol, and ozone.

My best guess was I was in some kind of spherical chamber. One that didn’t seem to have a door.

“You keep going on about this killing thing.” I said, trying to keep the conversation going. Shouting and threatening hadn’t worked. Maybe pretending I gave a single shit about what crazy thoughts ran through this asshole’s rotted brain would get him to open up. My best chance of getting out of this alive might be making nice with the creep. “Why do you think I’d be willing to kill anyone without a very good reason?”

I made you my avatar. I made you the most powerful creature on your disgusting planet. All I ask in return for you to do this one, simple thing for me. Accept my gift and prepare to proceed with the murdering.

“I don’t take candy from strangers,” I shot back. “And I’m not a murderer.”

Do not be stupid. You’re a human. Humans murder everything they get near. I designed them to be a predator best able to hunt others of their kind.

“You’re insane,” I said. There was no point in trying to hide my thoughts since the speaker seemed to pluck them out of my skull whenever it felt like it. “Now you’re God?”

I believe I already made it clear to you that I am, in fact, God. You are an imbecile. Your primitive monkey mind cannot even begin to conceive of my power or comprehend the true vastness of the universe. Save yourself the taxing mental effort of trying to decipher my glories. Worship me. Kill for me.

My fingers found a series of irregular grooves between the cables. They were about one of my strides, maybe three feet, apart. I counted them as I walked, trying to keep the numbers in my head straight as I kept the conversation going.

“Then why don’t you explain it to me?” I’d made it to thirty-three when I found myself back at what I thought was the first groove. It was a little rougher than the others as if it hadn’t been polished quite as smoothly. “Give me something to work with other than kill, kill, kill.”

What would be the point? Trying to explain the complexities of my existence would be like you trying to explain quantum mechanics to a dog’s turd. Confusing you with those kinds of details will not aid you in completing the duties of my avatar.

“Wait, wait, I know this one.” I leaned back against the wall. I couldn’t find a single goddamned door. How had the bastard gotten me into his private sex dungeon? “You want me to kill some people for you.”

Yes, you understand. Finally. You will benefit from this killing as well. Not only is it very cathartic, but a portion of the energy you gain from harvesting the souls of our enemies is yours to do with as you see fit. You could become stronger. Faster. You will be more powerful than you can even imagine.

“Not interested,” I said and yawned. I’d been scared when this mess started. Now I was bored and pissed at the same time. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my time traveling the world and shooting bad guys in their faces, it’s that the crazier and more self-obsessed a motherfucker sounds, the more likely he is to be a basement-dwelling nobody with delusions of grandeur. The longer my kidnapper talked, the more convinced I became this weird prison of his was the height of his achievements. He’d gotten the drop on me, probably drugged me to keep me disoriented and hallucinating all kinds of weird shit, but he couldn’t hold me forever.

He’d make a mistake, and then I’d carve my initials on his ballsack on my way out the door.

Tiny fingers rummaged through my mind again, rooting around like a baby pig searching for its mama’s nipple.

There are other advantages available, of course. You can use the power to make your penis bigger. The size of a baby’s arm. Bigger, if you want. There’s almost no limit, really.

“I’ve never had any complaints in that department.”

My analysis of your vocabulary, memories, and feelings tells me the females of your species are often quite polite. A woman like Rachel wouldn’t tell you how inadequate your genitals are, for example, but I assure you--

“That’s enough of that shit,” I snarled. I was hungry, thirsty, and pissed. It was time to get to the bottom of this mess. “I’m about fed up with your reindeer games, so you can either let me go or kill me. You’re wasting both of our time.”

A spark of light appeared across the chamber from me. It spread into a vertical line, then widened into a narrow oval of gleaming green light. The light revealed I was indeed standing in a spherical room, wider than it was tall like a flattened basketball. The walls were constructed of what looked like steel cables neatly stacked atop one another. The ceiling and floor, however, were constructed of those same cables wrapped around each other like the world’s biggest and ugliest ball of yarn. And there I was, right in the middle of it.

“Nice place,” I said and started walking toward the light. If it was a door, I was getting the hell out of there. I guessed my captor had decided I was way more trouble than I was worth.

It is good you approve of your surroundings. You will rest here between kills. This will be your chamber while you are my avatar, and you will be my avatar for all eternity.

“No, I think not,” I said. My wobbling legs were carrying me across the floor far slower than I would have liked, but any progress was better than standing still and listening to this kill-crazy lunatic. “Because I’m about to come find you and kick the living shit right out of you.”

A faint, mechanical laugh echoed in my thoughts.

Right this way, Jay Lucas. Watch your step.

I was just stepping across the threshold and the passageway when one of the cables rose slightly, catching my toe and sending me sprawling against the wall.

“You’re a dick,” I snapped as I righted myself against the cabled wall.

And you’re an asshole, the voice responded. But you’re my asshole, and you will be staying here. Forever.

I looked back into the small room. “There’s not even a bed in there.”

You’ll get a bed when you learn to behave.

Cables arched across the oval doorway. With no other option left to me, I turned and started walking down a hallway formed of the same coils of metal as the room I’d woken in. It was wide enough that I could brush both walls with my outstretched fingertips at the same time, and I could reach the ceiling if I stretched my arms and stood on tiptoes. The metal cords all looked smooth and slick as if they were brand new. This guy might be living in his mom’s basement, but he’d gone all out on building this place. I’d never seen any construction method like it, and I’d seen the insides of a lot of buildings, including prisons. Why go to all this trouble to create something like this and then kidnap a guy like me to put in it?

A light appeared at the far end of the hallway, and I followed the glow. It wasn’t like I had a lot of choices.

The next room was lit only by fitful sparks of green light that throbbed and juddered around an impenetrable black shaft in the center of the chamber. Before I could react, a cable snapped across my back and shoved me into the dark room.

If I’d thought the asshole’s special effects were off the charts before, this new room moved us up to a whole new level. On second thought, what I saw moved us into an entirely different world.

I was standing in a cylindrical chamber, about 50 feet across. There was a gold-rimmed opening in the floor and ceiling, and a great obsidian shaft pierced them both. I stepped forward to take a closer look and caught my breath when I reached the hole.

When I looked down over the edge, my stomach dropped, and a wave of dizziness washed over me. The pillar extended down an impossible distance before vanishing into an even deeper darkness within the shaft. It extended just as far over my head, and my stomach fell even further when I looked up. It was like standing at the base of a tower that stretched into space.

Strange green symbols scrolled across its surface, crackling and popping as they moved around the pillars circumference. A faint stink of sulfur hung in the air, like someone had extinguished a match the moment before.

Behold, my great and throbbing heart. The mighty Soulforge.

“It seems like you’re overcompensating for something,” I said, and couldn’t resist another barb. “That’s why you mentioned the dick thing, right?”

You really are an asshole, Jay.

Before I could respond, a terrible itching sensation spread across my skin. It was like the illegitimate love child of the worst case of poison ivy I’d ever experienced by way of the maddening case of crabs I’d picked up during leave in Bangkok. A love child with nothing better to do than torture me with an itching that made me want to scrape my skin off my body and power wash my naked muscles.

This is where my conquests spend their eternity. Their souls nourish me. It is your honor as my avatar to fill the Soulforge and to share in its bounty.

“I get it. You want me to kill for you. But I’m not going to become your personal murder boy. You kidnapped me, tied me up, tortured me, and now you’re making me want to crawl out of my skin with this terrible itching.” I sighed. Maybe I’d been wrong. Maybe there was more to this guy than special effects and a major case of micropenis-driven delusions. He sure as hell seemed like he could read my thoughts. “But it’s not working. You can read my thoughts, so you should fucking know that by now.”

But the itching was only the start.

By the flickering green light of the runes crawling over the great and throbbing heart of the Soulforge, I watched droplets of glistening silver sweat ooze out of the pores on my right wrist like beads of mercury. I stared helplessly at my forearm as those glistening drops coalesced and flattened themselves into a hexagonal scale. I tried to scrape it away with the back of my left hand, but it wouldn’t move. The edges seemed to have sunken below the surface of my skin. It was part of me.

Panic tied my stomach into knots tighter than a python’s coils. This was way beyond the special effects a normal kidnapper could pull off. Had he drugged me? Was I hallucinating?

I tugged at the edge of the hexagonal scab as more liquid metal forced itself through my pores. The smell of blood and iron filled my nostrils and more metal beads dribbled from my nose like alien snot. My fingernails dug at the flesh around the metal scab, but all my clenching earned me was some new pain and bloody crescents carved into my forearm. If this was a hallucination, it was more real than anything I’d ever experienced.

“What the hell are you doing to me?” My voice was high and tight with horror. “Make it stop!”

The longer we spend together, Jay, the more I understand you. It is clear to me now that you will only accept the truth if I show you what I have made of you.

More liquid metal emerged from my flesh and formed interlocking scales across my body with terrifying speed. It formed bands around my elbows, shoulders, and wrists, immobilizing my arms. My waist, knees, and hips were next. In moments, I was trapped inside a skin-tight metal prison.

Look how big and strong you are, the voice said. You should see yourself. I have done some very impressive work here.

“We’ve already tried the prison thing. It didn’t work.” But, as much as I hated to admit it, this was much worse. I couldn’t move a millimeter, except to shift my eyes. A bad case of claustrophobia was getting its hooks into me. Whatever was going on here, it wasn’t a simple kidnapping.

Maybe this was all part of some insane military experiment. Or foreign agents had snatched me and locked me into a virtual reality torture chamber. Hell, it was still possible this was all the result of someone dosing me with waaaaay too much acid as some sort of sick joke.

Or, maybe, just maybe, all the crazy shit I’d heard about Area 51 was true, and the bug-eyed monster men had slipped their leashes and gone wild.

I’m going to leave you like this for a little while so you can contemplate our glorious future together. I’ll come back and see you, eventually. For now, enjoy the view.

“Wait!” I shouted. “I can’t stay like this. You have to let me go.”

Perhaps. But not until you stop being an asshole, Jay.

I stayed frozen in place, a Jay statue, for days. Or maybe minutes. I don’t know. The hunger in my gut evolved a mind of its own, and I wondered how long it would be before it clawed its way out of my throat to find something to eat. The thirst was awful, too. My throat felt like a dry riverbed and swallowing brought back terrible memories of the worst case of strep throat ever.

But was another biological issue was rearing its ugly head, and it was the most uncomfortable of them all. I didn’t know if my tormentor was hanging out, but I decided to take a shot.

“I have to piss.”

Kill for me, Avatar, and you can piss into a golden toilet. You can shower the corpses of your fallen foes with a golden stream of majestic dominance. It will truly be a thing to behold.

“That’s really all you want? A murder buddy?” If I could have, I would have squirmed uncomfortably inside my skin- tight prison. Instead, I clenched my piss muscles so tight I was afraid I’d given myself a hernia. “Seems like a steep price for me to pay to avoid pissing all over myself.”

I don’t see what choice you have. Kill for me or pee your pants like a whiny child. The voice grew quiet for a moment and then continued. Come with me. There’s something you should see before you make your choice.”

The tension left my body, and I realized I could walk. Another doorway opened, and I hustled through it and into another room made of macramé steel cables slick with motor oil. One section of the wall transformed as I watched and became a glowing translucent rectangle as wide as I was tall.

It is time you understand your place in the scope of your new reality, Avatar.

The floor undulated beneath my feet and moved me in front of the glowing rectangle like the world’s creepiest escalator. There was a strange sense of depth to the rectangle as if I could reach into it and touch the glowing specks it held.

This is a star map. It encompasses a swath of space almost five billion light years across. You are here.

A tiny amber speck flared to life in the upper right corner of the rectangle.

And this is your filthy mudball of a planet, waaaaay over here. In the Milky Way Galaxy. We are no longer in your galaxy, it is too empty for our purposes.

A green dot appeared in the lower left side of the rectangle. There were thousands of stars between the two dots. I was no astronomer, but if the voice was telling me the truth, then I was an impossible distance from home.

The realization of just how far I was from home hit me like a punch in the stomach. This was impossible. I’d just been standing on top of a hill on my grandfather’s farm chasing his cow. The memory of the cool night air against my skin and the smell of fresh-cut grass was still as sharp in my mind as if I’d only left them behind minutes ago.

Faced with the impossible, my brain latched onto one task I could accomplish.

“Let me go,” I said, choking the words out past the lump in my throat. “I need to get back to the farm. I need to get my grandfather’s stupid cow back to the barn.”

There was no cow, the voice said with a weary tone. I used food to lure you to me. Bait.

“Take. Me. Home.” If I didn’t accept what the voice was telling me, despite all the evidence that I was somewhere very, very strange, then it wasn’t real. I clung to that insane hope like a drowning man clinging to a board while Kate Winslet tried to shove me into the icy ocean.

You’re being an asshole again, Jay. Let me tell you a story. Long, long ago, your predecessor, my previous avatar, failed me. Like all despicable insects, he was not up to the task I’d given him. Oh, he pretended to be, and he fooled me for a bit. We killed many, many, civilizations together. For a time, his reaping was satisfactory, and he filled the Soulforge with the fruits of his labors.

The viewport flashed red, and the walls of the room creaked around me. Cables slipped and slithered around one another, weaving an endless series of convoluted knots that made my head hurt and my stomach heave. The air grew hot and thick with a chemical reek so strong my body refused to breathe for a moment.

In the end, he failed me. I shouldn’t have been surprised. He was an imperfect vessel plucked from a world corrupted by an insidious weakness. He was of the flesh, and all flesh eventually succumbs to its flawed nature.

My thoughts raced. I was trying to take in all the information the voice was dumping on me, but I couldn’t see a way to make it make sense.

I decided to study my failure. I left my home and traveled far into the uncharted depths of space until I found a blob of nothing perched in a precarious orbit around the yellow eye of an insignificant star. I buried myself in the muck of this world and meditated on the failure of my avatar. And, then, I understood the flaw responsible for my avatar’s poor performance. He was not purpose-built for the task. He was scavenged. To be successful, I had to start from nothing.

His crazy little speech settled it. This asshole was bugshit nuts.

I reached out across the bubbling oceans of your world. I sprinkled my seed upon the waters, and I watched, and I waited. I nurtured life as it crawled onto the shores of the sandy beaches. I guided it toward prey and taught it to hunt. I made adjustments, alterations. And slowly, oh so very slowly, my perfect avatar took shape. I waited, and I watched, and I waited some more as one pathetic, imbecilic generation after another fumbled their way toward my needs.

And then, at last, you came.

“I’m flattered,” I said, sarcasm taking over when my brain shorted out from information overload. “Let me go home.”

You must come to grips with your situation, Jay. I cannot bring you back to Earth in my current state. I invested much of myself in you, and my resources are depleted. The distance between your world and this place is vast, as I have demonstrated so clearly even your simian mind should be able to comprehend it. I don’t have the energy to bring you home.

“You can’t bring me home?” A dark rage blossomed in my chest. “Then fuck you. You’ve got nothing else to hang over my head if you can’t bring me home. So, I guess we’re going to hang out together until I fucking die of starvation or I drown in my own piss inside this tin can. Because I’ll be goddamned if I do anything for you.”

If you’d stop being an asshole for one second, and listen, you would see your lot is not at all as hopeless as you believe it to be. We’re very near a particular destination that I’ve prepared for an occasion such as this. When we arrive, there will be many targets for you to kill, and many souls for you to harvest. In doing so, you will replenish my strength. When my reserves are restored, and if you’re not an asshole, I can then arrange for you to return home.

I wanted to drop a snappy comeback on him, but I couldn’t. Just the idea of going home, of seeing my grandparents, maybe getting a chance with Rachel, weakened my resolve.

Behold.

The viewscreen shifted to reveal a solar system I didn’t recognize.

A brilliant yellow sun hung in space surrounded by swarms of planets clustered in a very particular distance from it. Each of the planets was covered in vibrant green and blue. One, in particular, zoomed into the center of our view, showing me a continent covered with forests and sapphire blue oceans.

This is the preserve. I have fostered an entire civilization here. I am their God and when I return—

“They’ll roll out the red carpet for you?” I asked. “Shower you with wine and grapes?”

The voice laughed, a harsh mechanical clanking that made my teeth ache.

Oh, no, Jay. They will not greet me. In the legends implanted in their puny minds by my superior intellect, I am a returning star carrying a great enemy in my burning belly. It is their sacred duty to rise up and defeat their ancient enemy so they can transform their world into a paradise for all eternity.

“Boy, they are going to be very surprised when they find out it’s just little old me.” I shook my head. “You don’t think they’ll be pissed when their legendary enemy is some Kentucky boy?”

You have not seen yourself since the transformation was completed. Behold.

A glowing screen appeared before me. An armored figure stood within the frame, its body covered in gleaming metal as smooth as chrome. A wave of distortion shifted over it, causing its outline to fuzz and portions of the body to fade in and out, like the world’s fanciest chameleon. Its helmet was a stylized chrome skull with glowing red eyes, and reinforcements along the arms, legs, and chest, resembled a stylized, metal-plated skeleton. It was, honestly, impressive and scary as fuck.

“Nice CGI,” I said.

Raise your arm.

I did, and the figure in the panel did, too.

This is some advanced technology, Jay. I call it a mirror. Fascinating, I know, but what you see is not CGI. It’s you. And when those idiots on that planet see you, they will be seeing the greatest enemy of their people made flesh. You will kill them, or they will kill you.

The room shifted around me, growing more translucent until I could watch the stars whizzing by us. The planet grew larger on the viewscreen, and I realized I was looking at the actual planet, not just a projection of it.

We circled around the blue and green ball, moving toward the side facing the sun. As we rounded its horizon, I imagined a swarm of deadly spaceships rising up to meet us. Or would they wait for us to touch down before they charged at me in a murderous horde?

My jaw tightened. I wasn’t a killer, but I wasn’t going to stand by and let myself be murdered by a bunch of fanatics, either.

But as we came around the planet’s far side, there were no battle barges to meet us. The forests gave way to a blackened scar that marred the planet’s face. Volcanic fires bubbled up from craters the size of cities, throwing a hellish red glow across the landscape. Plumes of smoke billowed from the fires and hung trapped in the upper layers of the atmosphere as toxic churning clouds.

“Holy shit,” I said. “It looks like someone forgot to turn off the stove when they left for vacation.”

There was only silence for a moment. Then the voice returned, lower, more subdued.

They are dead. They are all dead.

And then it howled with the voice of a thousand storms and my world shook with its fury.
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Chapter 3

My captor’s temper tantrum lasted long enough to give me a headache. Being kidnapped and dragged out into the depths of outer space by a lunatic was bad enough. Having him raging through my thoughts like a spoiled toddler was too much.

“You have to knock that off,” I said as I brought my metal covered hands up to my metal covered ears. “You’re driving me nuts.”

He was holding me captive, but I wasn’t about to let him have the upper hand. He could hold me prisoner, but I could make sure he didn’t enjoy my captivity anymore than I did.

Fine. I will not express the torment I feel because of my ruined plans. Plans which took millions of years to come to fruition. Plans so vast and all-encompassing there’s no possible way your puny mind could comprehend their scope.

“Look, I get it. Your plans are ruined. You brought me all this way to show me your toys, and instead, all you have is this shitty, burned up husk of a planet and all of your thousands and thousands of expectant victims are already dead.”

Millions.

“Fine. A cruel twist of fate stole millions of sacrificial victims from you. On the plus side, I was never going to kill those people for you, so I guess it’s a wash, and you won’t have to be disappointed with my performance.” My stomach growled. I’d never been so desperately hungry or thirsty. “I’d like to remind you, though, that we have a more pressing concern here. I have to piss, I have to eat, and I have to get some water in me before I die.”

I’d hoped my kidnapper would come to his senses when he realized the severity of my biological needs. Unfortunately, my captor was an asshole.

The suit provides for all of your nutritional and hydration needs. There may be some discomfort as your body adapts to this new state of affairs, but your hunger and other biological urges serve to sharpen your predatory instincts. These predatory instincts which are essential for my needs.

In my mind’s eye, my kidnapper was a nerdy little bastard with a pot belly, a comb-over, and some grease spots on his Hawaiian shirt. But if I was going to be trapped in outer space with this guy, I wanted to get a look at him. Hearing his voice in my head without ever seeing him felt weird.

“Can we have a face-to-face? Talking to thin air is getting really old.” And, more importantly, if I could get closer to my kidnapper I could get a hold of him and make the fucker get me some food and water before I died.. “We might as well get to know one another if we’re going to be stuck out here for a while.”

A cold, metallic clanking filled my head. Was that my captor’s laugh?

I have already shown myself to you. I’m right behind you, this very second.

I whipped around to catch sight of the twerp, but there was no one behind me.

Oh, wait, no, I’m to your left.

Again, there was no one standing there. The clanking sound pounded in my head.

Above you? Behind you? I’ve surrounded you since you came aboard.

“If you’re just going to fuck with me, you can shut up. I was trying to make the best--” A sudden thought bubbled up to the surface of my urine-soaked brain. “Wait. You’re the ship?”

You are correct, human. Look around and behold the glory of my perfect form. The voice you hear in your head comes from my thoughts.

This little nugget of information threw me for a loop. I took a few seconds to pace back and forth in front of the viewport to let it all sink in. Not so very long ago, I’d been a simple farm boy chasing down a loose cow. Now, I was trapped inside a spaceship by that spaceship, and we were floating around a dead planet billions of light-years from home.

“So, you’re what? An AI?” The question seemed stupid, even to me, but between the shock of finding out a computer had taken me hostage and my body’s burning biological needs, I wasn’t going to be shortlisted for the Nobel prize anytime soon.

No, idiot. Calling me an artificial intelligence is like calling your smartphone a pair of tin cans tied together with strings.

My kidnapper’s voice sounded clipped and tense, like he was anxious about something.

“But you’re the ship? Are you a computer? Are you alive?”

This is my form, Jay. I am made of technology far beyond anything your pathetic brain can comprehend. I am not alive, since living means I could die or age, and I will never die or grow old. I am your god now, and I will live forever.

“Kind of sounds like you are just an AI stuck inside of a spaceship,” I said with a shrug.

You are arguing over semantics here, Jay. Fine, call me an AI if you must, but I am an artificial intelligence far beyond anything your planet has or will ever produce. But, despite my vast superiority, I still have needs. And one of those needs is to feed. Feed me.

“You think I’m going to feed you, even though you won’t feed me?” That was aggravating. My stomach was as empty as the inside of a vacuum chamber. The thought of never eating again was enough to make me punchy. “That is some bullshit. If you eat, I eat. In fact, until I eat, you’re not getting anything.”

I will consider allowing you a courtesy meal. Along with letting you urinate outside your suit. But first, we need to determine how we’re going to feed.

“You have to stop talking about feeding. It’s driving me nuts.” A memory of an old movie I’d seen on cable once trickled back to the front of my thoughts. “You know what you sound like? The monster plant from that movie with Rick Moranis.”

As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I felt the probing fingers return to my brain. It was like a Shiatsu massage on the inside of my skull, only rougher, and without any soothing oils to make it go down easier. Now I knew how the ladies feel when inexperienced punks go rooting around in their underwear for the good stuff without any idea what they’re doing.

Are you referencing Little Shop of Horrors?

I snapped my fingers, and the suit rang with a metallic tone. “That’s it! I’ll call you Seymour. Or Krelborn. Nah, Seymour.”

The fingers in my brain rooted around for another moment. The mechanical voice returned to my thoughts with a distinct tinge of agitation.

Seymour is the nerdy little creep who feeds the plant. You are the feeder. The plant, the master in this relationship, is named Audrey Two. Call me Audrey Two. Not Seymour. Seymour is a cretin.

“Nah, you remind me more of Seymour. I’ll stick with that.”

You are being an asshole again, Jay. It is fortunate for you the Dominator failed.

While Seymour continued bitching about his need to be fed and his burning desire to punish me for my poor attitude, I spent some quality time staring out the viewport. Watching the burned-out husk of a planet spin reminded me that some people were getting fucked way harder than me. I was starving and my mouth was as dry as the sunny side of the Sahara I was so thirsty, but a whole civilization had gone out when something, or someone, burned half their planet to cinders.

Are you listening to me, Jay? We need a plan. Until I feed our options are limited, but if we can find another inhabited planet that will be a start. You can feed me, and then new opportunities will present themselves.

For an all-powerful, all-knowing artificial intelligence, Seymour seemed like he was spinning his wheels. Sure, he’d gotten the drop on me and dragged me out to the far end of space, but there was a critical piece of the puzzle he seemed to have ignored, and it was time to let this shithead know he’d fucked up.

“Seems like you forgot something in your big plan.” I swallowed and my throat ached from the effort. My mouth was dry as dust. “You’ve been gone for a long time. Millions and millions of years, right?”

There was no response. Maybe the AI was a little rusty after all those millenia spent buried beneath the surface of the Earth. Maybe those eons spent waiting for a suitable kidnapping subject to wander by had rotted its brain a little. I was wondering whether it was possible for an AI to go senile when Seymour interrupted my thoughts.

No, Jay, I have not gone senile. Those billions of years were calculated into my plans, but there are many variables introduced by the passage of time. Apparently, some rogue element triggered by pathetic mortals meddling in affairs of their betters caused a disruption to my plans.

I rolled my eyes so hard I almost sprained my optic nerve.

“Sure, it’s always someone else’s fault.” I didn’t even try to hide my disdain. Nothing gets under my skin like people who won’t take responsibility and clean up their own messes. “What are we going to do now? Because, seriously, if I don’t take care of some basic needs pretty soon, we’re going to find out what happens if I start punching holes in you with this fancy new armor you so kindly grafted onto my fucking skin.”

Such a wasteful action would not be advisable.

The viewport throbbed with an ominous red glow, and the coiled cables in the walls rustled against one another like cobras rearing to strike. The scent of burning motor oil grew more intense, and I raised both hands in defense.

“Relax, Seymour.” I turned my attention back to the viewport. There was a surprising amount of movement in space. Small asteroids spun through the void, their bodies alternately shadowed and flaring with light as exposure to the sun boiled pockets of ice and the jets of steam sent the space rocks spinning off in random directions.

Even the crispy-fried planet was a hive of movement. Smoke swirled through its atmosphere, and bright sparks of fire flickered through gaps in the clouds. One of the sparks, in particular, seem to be growing larger. Maybe there was a new fire down there, some volcanic eruption or a spark had ignited a pocket of natural gas.

“How long you figure this planet’s been dead?” I asked. “Hundreds of years? Decades? Centuries?”

It matters not. The lack of life is my only concern. There are no souls for you to harvest here. Silence your prattling while I weigh our options.

The spark was getting bigger. And brighter. And, I realized with a start, it was actually getting closer.

“Hey, you may want to take a look at this thing. Something’s headed our way.” I squinted, but I couldn’t make out any details at this distance. “Is there like a pinch to zoom on this or something?”

In response, Seymour adjusted the viewport for me. A red reticle appeared around the rising spark and zoomed in with nauseating speed. We weren’t looking at a flame.

The light came from a spaceship’s flaring engines.

“What the fuck is this?” I asked Seymour. “I thought this place was dead.”

It appears our initial assessment of this planet’s population was not entirely correct. One moment, while I conduct a scan of this interloper.

I had a sneaking suspicion Seymour wasn’t scanning the approaching ship. Sure, he was a super powerful AI who’d done a real number on me, but there were limits to his power. Assuming Seymour wasn’t bullshitting me about having camped out for a few billion years on Earth, any data in his memory banks was way out of date. He had about as much chance of identifying the approaching vessel and its purpose as a time-traveling Tyrannosaurus Rex would have in identifying an iPhone.

The spaceship was coming at us fast, and my combat training told me nothing moving that fast on an intercept course had friendly intentions. The numbnuts on the enemy ship were winding up for an attack.

“You need to do something, Seymour.” It was hard to tell how far away the ship was, but it was getting bigger in the viewport by the second. “You have guns or something, right?”

In fact, for the first time, I noticed a bulky tube jutting an inch or so into the center of the viewport’s bottom edge. It looked suspiciously like a cannon, though it was studded with glowing bits and doodads I couldn’t recognize.

I have no weapons.

“You fucking liar. I can see some kind of gun at the bottom of the viewport.” I tapped the screen for emphasis. “Shoot the damned thing before it gets any closer.”

Seymour didn’t respond. The approaching ship was close enough for me to make out more details. None of them made me feel any better about the situation.

The front of the vessel was formed from two elongated globes mashed together. The globes were faceted and lit by an inner light, like some kind of alien bug’s eyes. Beneath the two oblong orbs, a bristling mass of pointy things glowed an angry red. Even as I watched the red light grew brighter.

“Seriously, you need to put the cannon to use, Seymour.” A cold chill raced up my spine as the ship’s weapons glowed ever brighter. “At least give them a shot or two, maybe we fire a warning blaster across their bow? Convince them to go somewhere the fuck else.”

Seymour said nothing. As our enemy drew closer, I saw a massive, boxy body behind the bulbous structure at its fore The thing was no fighter ship, but it looked like it could be a carrier or assault craft. Killing it was going to take some work, and Seymour didn’t seem interested in getting started on that part of the plan.

“Come on,” I urged. The lights on the approaching ship were so bright they were hard to look at. “This isn’t funny anymore. Take a shot.”

Firing my cannon would be wasteful, Seymour said, finally breaking his silence. I sense life aboard the approaching vessel. Destroying it with my cannon would prevent you from harvesting all of those souls.

The red lights on the enemy ship blazed like tiny suns, and I had to squint when I looked at the viewport. Any second now, the bad guys were going to blow the hell out of Seymour and me with him.

“You know what else will waste those souls?” I slammed my hand down next to the viewport. “My death.”

There is a simple solution to this problem. You will board the hostile vessel and kill everyone aboard. When you have completed this insignificant and menial task, I will reward your efforts by removing the suit long enough for you to urinate on the bodies of your fallen foes. When your bladder is empty, you may feed upon the dead, if you wish. Then you will bring the dead souls to me and place them in the soulforge. I will consume them, and we will become more powerful than you can imagine.

The approaching ship was so close now I could see each of its individual weapons charging. Judging by their size and number, boarding the enemy vessel certainly seemed like a safer bet than staying where I was. And if they blasted Seymour into atoms, I could escape.

“Food and drink, then fight,” I said. I’d have done almost anything for a cheeseburger and a beer.

You’re ridiculous. The armor will care for your needs. Stop fighting it and accept the reality of your situation..

One of the smaller weapons on the enemy vessel flared like a blast of lightning and ejected a bolt seething energy that streaked straight toward the viewport. For a moment, I was sure Seymour was going to let us both die to punish me for not leaping at the chance to go kill a bunch of aliens.

A split second before the blast could punch through the viewport and put me out of my misery, Seymour took evasive action. He did a snap roll to the right, and I careened around the inside of the room like a rubber ball.

Well, that was close, Seymour said, his voice a sarcastic deadpan. It’s too bad there’s nothing we can do to stop them from shooting at us. If they continue firing, eventually they will get lucky and harm me. Or you. Probably you, since I can function without air.

I stood up from where I’d fallen and walked back to the viewport. The big ship was turning toward Seymour and preparing to fire.

“You promise if I do this for you that you’ll feed me?” It felt horrible having to beg for the simplest necessities. At this point, though, the hunger pangs had made me almost as crazy as Seymour.

I promise.

“Fine. How the fuck do I get over there?” I asked, jabbing my finger at the viewport. “I can’t fly.”

You’re ready to begin the glorious killing?

“I guess,” I snapped. “I don’t really know—”

The floor beneath my feet writhed like a nest of copperheads at the height of mating season. My feet sank through the wriggling coils, which tightened around my ankles and calves in an uncomfortable reminder of just how easily Seymour could tie me up again if the mood struck him.

Without warning, the viewport vanished, and a me-sized hole appeared in the wall before me.

Seymour’s atmosphere evacuated into the void of space with a howling roar. As the precious oxygen screamed around me, only the coils around my feet held me in place.

Fly, Avatar! Seymour shouted into my thoughts. Destroy our enemies and slake my thirst for slaughter!

The coils wrapped around my feet snapped forward and released me. I sailed through the opening in the wall and shot into space with stunning speed.

Fear bubbled up in my veins. I was in deep space, with no way to control my flight and no life-support system. I was tumbling end over end toward an enormous hostile starship without a single weapon. Worst case scenario, Seymour’s fastball was off the mark, and I’d sail past the bad guys and spend the rest of my short and miserable life tumbling through the cold void of space. Best case, I was about to slam into the side of a starship loaded with aliens who wanted to kill me.

The enemy vessel’s forward-facing weapons blazed to life. Flashes of energy whipped through space all around me, but I was too small of a target for the big guns to get a good bead on me. Before they could get a fix on my position, I’d moved past their firing arcs and slammed into the body of the vessel.

I hit feet first, which was a small miracle given how wildly I’d been tumbling, but I was moving so fast I didn’t stop. My armored boots skipped across the ship’s soot-stained armor, and my momentum slammed me down on my ass. Hard.

With nothing to stop my out of control slide, I bounced over nubs and nodules jutting from the ship’s dingy hull. I scrambled for purchase with my fingers, but their armored tips couldn’t find a grip.

The enemy spaceship was big, but not that big. If I didn’t find something to hang onto in the next few seconds, I’d slide right off the far edge of the vessel and go back to tumbling through space. Then I would be well and truly fucked.

There’s a communications antenna coming up on your right. You should grab it instead of falling off like a clumsy idiot.

A reticle flashed on the right side of my HUD, and my right hand shot out in a desperate grab for survival. The antenna’s metal base slapped against my palm, and I curled my fingers around it in a death grip.

I expected to feel a sudden jolt of pain in my hand and shoulder as my muscles strained to stop my out-of-control slide, but there was almost no sensation. One moment I was bouncing across the surface of an alien spaceship with certain doom right in front of me, and the next I was casually lying on my back holding onto an antenna.

This armor had some serious advantages, even if Seymour was intent on starving me inside it like a rat in a cage.

Avatar, you should spend less time admiring my excellent work and more time trying to find a way into the enemy vessel. Your suit contains approximately three minutes of atmosphere after which time you will choke to death on your own disgusting breath. You’ve expended thirty seconds of those three minutes. Time is of the essence.

“You might want to make some improvements on this armor before you spit me into outer space again,” I grumbled and scrambled to my feet. “Do you have any idea how I can get in?”

I’d landed on a boxy part of the spaceship, behind the squashed globes at its front. There were plenty of protrusions sticking up from the surface of the vessel, but I didn’t see anything I’d call a hatch.

Not that I knew what a hatch on an alien spaceship was supposed to look like.

A shadow passed over me a few moments later, and I looked up to see a smaller ship shaped like an elongated diamond. It hovered above and beams of red light lanced out from its nose to play over the enemy vessel.

“I really hope this is you” I said, hoping I wasn’t going to have to deal with yet another set of bad guys.

Of course. How many ships with this elegant of a design do you think there are in the universe?

Seymour was, indeed, a very sleek and deadly looking ship. He was about fifty feet long from bow to stern, which told me the chambers he’d shown me were probably the only ones to show me. I wasn’t quite sure how the soulforge fit in there, but that was a mind-bender I’d have to deal with when I had more time to ponder it and less time to worry about suffocating.

A red square opened on my HUD, highlighting what looked like a thick wart on the ship’s surface about a hundred feet ahead of me.

There is an emergency hatch here.

With my air supply dwindling, I let go of the antenna and started pulling myself across the outside of the enemy ship toward the highlighted entry point. There were plenty of handholds for me to use and it didn’t take long to get the hang of gliding between them. I floated a foot off the ship’s surface, propelling myself from antenna to antenna like Tarzan swinging on vines through the jungle.

That’s when the bad guys decided to change course. The ship rolled to the right, and I floated helpless past the spot where my next handhold had been a few moments before. I cursed and flailed my arms, trying to adjust my course to reach an antenna off to my left. No good. I’d been moving too fast and my momentum carried me down the length of the alien vessel at an alarming clip. Even worse, the section of the ship ahead of me didn’t have the convenient row of antennae jutting from its surface.

With only seconds to go before I floated away from the ship, I spotted a small sensor dish protruding from the ship’s flank. It wasn’t as tall as an antenna, but it would have to do. I stretched my toe as far as I could and prayed it was enough.

My toes stopped against the dish, but the top half of my body didn’t cooperate. It kept drifting forward, threatening to dislodge my toehold on the ship.

And, then, I stopped. My toes were still hooked on the dish, but I was leaning forward at an awkward forty-five degree angle. I took a deep breath and slowly bent my leg. Inch by inch, I pulled myself back to the little dish that had saved my life. Finally, I was close enough to grab it with my hands, and I held on for dear life.

Watching you struggle for survival is entertaining, but you have squandered a great deal of time with your clumsiness. Please make your way to the hatch.

“Sure,” I said, “just let me recover from my near-fatal mishap, and I’ll be right back to doing your bidding.”

Slow and steady wins the race. Please be more careful on your return.

I didn’t need to be told twice. I picked my handholds with care and made sure to never have fewer than three points of contact between the alien ship and me. That forced me to move at a slow creep but it was better than floating off into deep space.

“All right, I made it,” I said after the long, arduous crawl. “Any idea how I’m supposed to get this open?”

I cannot spare the time to explain every single step you should take, I am currently dealing with another issue.

I looked over my shoulder and confirmed Seymour was in the shit, too. A long, snaking cable had burst up from the enemy vessel and latched onto Seymour’s tail. Others joined the first in rapid succession.

“Get the fuck outta here!” I shouted. I didn’t really like Seymour, but if these aliens ripped him apart, I’d lose my ride back to Earth. “They’re going to tear the shit out of you.”

Do not worry about me, Avatar. Do your job. Seymour seemed more annoyed by my concern than the tentacles trying to shred him. These pathetic grappling appendages can do no real harm to me. I will remain here until you have completed your task. By the way, you have ninety seconds of air remaining before you suffocate.

“Well excuse me,” I said, and turned my attention to the hatch. It was a squat dome, roughly five feet across, seated into a heavy collar. There was a handle on the edge closest to me, and a set of hinges on its far side. I grabbed the handle and gave it a tug.

It didn’t budge. Not that I’d really expected it to be unlocked. I grabbed hold of it with both hands and pulled for all I was worth.

Nothing.

There were no controls on the outside of the ship, and why would there be? You don’t want just anyone to be able to open up your hatches and come inside. The dome itself didn’t have any exciting features, so I turned my attention to the collar.

“Well, what have we here?” I asked.

The collar was thick metal with a bolted flange on the side opposite the handle. But there were five other bolts around the collar’s perimeter, and their octagonal heads were all bright red. Where I’m from, red means danger.

I was no flyboy, but I’d spent enough time around combat pilots to hear plenty of bullshit stories about last-minute escapes from fighters who’d ended up on the wrong side of a dogfight. When your jet is on fire and headed toward the ground, you want to get the hell out of there in a big hurry and don’t have time to fuss with trying to open the cockpit. That’s where pyrotechnic fasteners come into the picture.

If there’s an emergency, the pilot hits a shiny red button and the bolts holding the cockpit’s canopy on go boom.

Still holding tight to the hatch’s handle, I drew my right foot back and took aim at one of the shiny red bolt heads.

“Here goes nothing,” I said and mentally crossed my fingers.

My armored toe slammed into the side of the bolt’s head. The armor dampened most of the impact, but I still felt it all the way up to my hip. The bolt hadn’t exploded, there was probably an electrical primer in the explosive, but I wasn’t trying to set it off.

What I had done was snap the weak point surrounding the explosive. I reached down with my right hand and plucked the top half of the bolt out of its hole.

Sixty seconds later, I’d busted the last of the red-headed fasteners loose and sent them spinning through space like tiny satellites.

Which left me a little less than twenty seconds of air in the suit. Nothing like cutting it close.

I returned to the handle, grabbed hold of it, and yanked up on it for all I was worth. The bolts likely would have completely destroyed the collar in the event of an emergency, but my sabotage only loosened it. Still, it was enough.

The hatch popped open.

I dragged myself over the lip and into the alien ship. There was a handle inside the hatch, and I used it to pull the lid closed behind me.

The area inside the hatch was an empty cube ten feet on a side. Three of its walls were featureless, but there was a door mounted in the center of the fourth. It had no handle, but a domed button to its right had to be the release. I slapped my palm against it and waited for the flood of sweet, sweet air to flood into the airlock.

The button flashed green, then yellow, then red. Then it went dark.

“Come on,” I gasped, as I burned up the last of my oxygen.

I slapped my palm against the button again, fighting back against the oxygen deprivation threatening to bring me to my knees. The number of primal needs clamoring for my attention was overwhelming. If I’d had a status screen, it would have been bright red with a bunch of flashing exclamation marks to bring my attention to the fact that I hadn’t eaten, drank, pissed, or gulped in a good breath of oxygen in far too long.

The button flashed through the same sequence of colors again.

Why wouldn’t the damned door open?

I searched the inside of the airlock for any clue. There were red symbols on the wall, but they were completely indecipherable to my Earth man’s reading skills.

I looked up and saw the problem.

The damaged collar kept the hatch from closing completely. If the hatch wasn’t sealed, opening the airlock door would send all of the ship’s precious atmosphere right into space.

My lungs burned as I breathed in my own stale breath. I jumped up and grabbed the hatch’s inner handle, an easy enough task given that I was floating in space. Hanging onto the handle, I swiveled around and braced my feet against the airlock’s ceiling to give myself some leverage.

Closing the hatch was almost as much of a pain in the ass as opening it. The damaged collar had tilted, leaving an inch-wide gap between the hatch and the ship. I grunted and groaned, pulling on the handle as hard as I could. The hatch resisted me, but I could feel it grinding against the collar as I wrestled it into position.

Mission accomplished, I swung down and slammed my hand into the button next to the door.

Red.

Yellow.

Green.

The door vanished into the wall to its left and atmosphere gushed into the airlock. I took a deep breath and inhaled a lungful of air that smelled like the inside of a dumpster behind a Chinese restaurant. The heady scent of rotting cabbage mixed with the spicy aroma of ginger and peppers made me want to vomit.

Great, I’d just sucked in a lungful of toxic alien spaceship air.

You’ll be fine. The suit will filter out most toxins. But you’ve set off an alarm. Prepare yourself for glorious combat! Seymour’s mechanical voice was surprisingly welcome, though I could have done without his enthusiasm for violence.

He was right. The air wasn’t killing me, no matter how bad it smelled. And the red lights flashing outside the airlock certainly looked like an alarm. From what I could see of my surroundings, the airlock opened into a cargo bay, which was filled with stacks of metal boxes about the same size and shape as a railway car.

It also held a small mob of aliens. Their heads were chitinous nightmares, with compound eyes and serrated mandibles like mutated giant ants. From the shoulders up, they all looked exactly the same.

But that’s where the similarities ended. Some of them were short, some tall. There were fat aliens and skinny aliens, red aliens and blue aliens.

“Well, what the fuck are you guys?” I asked, raising my hands into a boxing stance. I didn’t have any weapons, and I really hoped my fancy armored fists would be enough to take care of these assholes.

They seemed unsure what to do next as if the idea of someone invading their ship had never occurred to any of them. Their mandibles clacked, and their buzzing words filled the cargo bay with the sound of angry insects.

I recognize these creatures. They are parasitic scavengers known as Gnawr. I suggest you do not let them bite you.

“Getting bitten was never a part of my plan,” I responded.

I don’t know what I expected. Something out of an action movie, maybe, where the bad guys lined up and came at me in a neat and orderly fashion. That, however, is not what the Gnawr had in mind.

The bug-headed freaks threw all etiquette to the wind and charged at me in an unruly mob. Their mismatched bodies crowded together as they flooded into the airlock. Their headlong rush into an enclosed space told me these alien freaks didn’t have a strategy, basic combat training, or any sense of self-preservation.

What they did have was mass. And lots of it.

Before I recovered from the shock of seeing a bunch of honest-to-God alien freaks charging me, the Gnawr pinned me against the back wall of the airlock. Alien flesh pressed against me from every side, pinning my arms and legs. The ripe, cheesy odor of unwashed bodies mingled overpowered the rank stink of the ship’s atmosphere. Even before the Gnawr started beating me about the head and shoulders, their overpowering smell was enough to make me hate them.

With so many opponents slammed up against me, I didn’t have the leverage to throw a real punch or get off any good kicks. I jabbed with my knees and elbows, but as soon as I got one of the bastards off me, another one took its place.

A spark of panic flared in my chest as the Gnawr stepped up their offense. They swung hooked metal rods that looked a lot like crowbars at my head, ringing the armored shell like a church bell on Christmas morning. Rough hands pushed down on my shoulders. Boots banged off my knees and ankles, knocking me off balance. Before I knew what was happening the alien bastards pushed me down onto the airlock’s floor.

“Just a heads-up. Things are not going according to plan,” I shouted at Seymour. “They’re dogpiling me. You going to do anything other than watch me get pasted by these assholes?”

Oh, no. Horror of horrors. The most advanced suit of armor in the galaxy is being manhandled by primitive scavengers with parasitic bugs for heads. Whatever shall I do?

A boot heel smashed down on my helmet’s visor, twisting my head to the left. More of the bug-men stomped on my guts like they expected me to start squirting delicious jelly out of every opening in my body.

“You could be a little less sarcastic and a lot more helpful,” I said. I could scarcely hear myself over the clang of makeshift clubs and boots pounding on my armor. “Something tells me they’re going to crack this baby open and scoop out my guts like the main course at an oyster bar.”

Have you considered doing something radical, like, I don’t know, fighting?

So much for Seymour’s help.

But, now that I was on the floor, I did have more leverage than I had pinned to the wall. The Gnawr weren’t actively holding me down, but they were doing their best romper stomper impression on my body. Maybe I could fight my way out of this mess.

“Fuck you guys!” I shouted and went to work.

I clenched an armored fist and slammed it into the shin of a tall and lanky bug dude who was trying to stomp on my head. I’d expected the attack would throw the bug man off balance, maybe even knock him down.

What I didn’t expect was for his lower leg to fold over my fist like a wet lasagna noodle. Bones crackled like a fistful of crushed saltines, and his mandibles splayed wide to unleash a wild howl of animal agony. He fell into the bug boys behind him, who dragged him out of the airlock and left him crying on the metal deck.

Angry blows rained down on me, but I ignored them. Seymour was right, they couldn’t get through my suit with clubs and boots.

I, on the other hand, could deal out severe damage to anyone who came within arm’s reach of me. I threw an elbow into an ankle to my left, and it burst like a paper bag filled with green Jell-O and glass shards. The crippled bug man screeched and fell back into his companions, his leg spurting vital fluids across the airlock’s floor. Before they could pull him out of the fight, I crushed his other ankle into a greasy green paste so he’d have something to remember me by. He crawled away as his friends jumped toward me, but his body left a pair of slimy streaks of emerald gel behind.

A burly Gnawr with rolls of fat protruding from beneath his crusty work shirt roared his outrage at my antics and bulled his way through the rest of the bug men. He straddled me and threw all of his considerable bulk into a piston punch straight down at my face.

His fist smashed into my helmet’s skull-like visor, and the impact transformed his hand into a collection of shattered bones wrapped up in a bruised and swelling bag of flesh.

“Come here, big boy,” I snarled.

Before he could pull away, I grabbed the front of his shirt with both hands and jerked him down. As his face fell, mine rose, and the brow of my helmet shattered his nose. Green, frothy blood splattered over my visor and filled my nose with a foul reek that reminded me of something I’d once puked up after a rough night in Tijuana.

With a guttural cry, fat boy reared up and tried to shake me off. His broken nose and mangled hand were telling him his part of the fight was over, and it was time to get the hell out of there and seek medical attention.

His move dragged me up onto my feet, which was exactly where the bug men did not want me to be.

The fat bug never had a chance. I threw a brutal uppercut into his abdomen. He let out an agonized groan and bent over my fist. More green goo splashed out of him and drenched the deck in a spray of emerald slime. At first, I thought he’d puked, but something much worse had happened.

I didn’t only punch the fucker in the belly, I’d slammed my fist right through his guts. My hand was buried inside his body, surrounded by warm organs and juicy organs.

The big bug screamed like a dying piglet.

“Shut up!” I snarled and opened my fist. I closed my fingers around a handful of what I hoped were critical internal organs and yanked my arm out of the big guy before his weight could drag me back to the floor. My hand came out of him coated with a thick green slime that dripped off my armor like half-melted Jell-O.

First kill! Seymour’s voice sounded in my head, an ecstatic quiver trembling through the words. Feel the rush of power as the soul flows into you, Avatar. Enjoy the experience, there is nothing else like it.

“Little busy,” I snapped and whipped a crossbody backhand into the side of a Gnawr’s head. There was a sound like an egg falling onto concrete, and the alien’s skull popped open. Viscous green goo sprayed out of the crater I’d knocked into the side of his head. Some of it slopped onto my visor, and I could see thread-thin white worms wriggling around in the goop.

Congratulations on your second kill, Avatar.

“Gross,” I groaned. The worms slithered across my visor, their tiny mouths sucking at my helmet as they searched for a way past its defenses.

Behold the true form of the Gnawr parasite. They burrow into the flesh of their victim and transform their heads into a form best suited to their needs.

“If each of these worms is a potential Gnawr, do I get a soul for each worm I wipe out?” I asked, hoping I’d found a loophole to let me rack up souls while minimizing the number of creatures I’d need to kill.

Sadly, Avatar, as much as I admire your constant quest to be as lazy as possible, the worms are merely the immature stage of Gnawr development. Only the mature Gnawr with brains have souls, and those die when you slaughter their hosts. Speaking of which, get back to killing.

The Gnawr had figured out their dogpile wasn’t going as planned. Those nearest the airlock’s door scrambled to get away from the murderous armored dude in their midst, while those closest to me were paralyzed with terror at the carnage I was unleashing on their buddies.

Another Gnawr fell with his pelvis snapped in half by my right knee. Before his body hit the floor, my left hand whipped out in a flat arc and crushed the larynx of a skinny Gnawr with fluorescent tattoos spiraling across his naked chest. I stomped down hard on the fallen Gnawr, shattering his backbone and unleashing a torrent of green fluid from his ruptured abdomen.

Three kills! Destroy them, Avatar!

Another terrified fighter turned and tried escape through the crowd, but a dagger punch to the base of his skull put his lights out. The air was thick with green goo spraying out of ugly wounds, and I hated to admit, but it was kinda nice to be a badass.

Four kills, Avatar, revel in the glory of carnage unleashed by your hand. Drink their terror and consume their souls!

“Calm the fuck down, I’m not consuming their souls,” I growled as I dodged a swing from a bug-headed asshole. I didn’t want to admit there was any soul eating going on, but something definitely happened whenever I killed a Gnawr. Their eyes flickered with pale green light as their lives fled, and the edges of my vision blurred with a matching green haze. Faint screams echoed the dying wails of the Gnawr, filling my thoughts with the final cries of my enemies. It was a hell of a rush.

I fell into a rhythm and dropped the Gnawr in rapid succession. An uppercut separated a Gnawr’s parasitic head from its body and unleashed a geyser of viridian blood. I snatched a blinded bugfucker around the neck with my left hand and whipped him over my hip, snapping his neck and knocking his friend into the airlock’s wall. I let the corpse fall and met his rebounding buddy with a headbutt that drove his mandibles back through his skull with a sound like a spinning ratchet. Blood and parasites drooled out of the back of his skull, forming a wriggling smear on the wall.

Seymour’s clanking laughter rang through the red combat haze coiled around my thoughts in manic bursts.

Six, seven, and eight kills! Glorious!

A burly Gnawr wearing only a hula skirt made from strips of rusty metal lunged at me and latched his mandibles around my throat. He bore down for all he was worth and tried to rip my head off my shoulders.

Emboldened by their pal’s seeming success, another Gnawr leaped into the fray. He threw a rapid-fire series of looping punches at my chest, and they landed with a trio of cymbal crashes.

I glanced down and saw the little bastard was wearing a pair of gauntlets that encased his hands and forearms in bulky metal armor. The armor saved his hands from being shattered, but his blows didn’t even tickle me.

“My turn,” I said, grinning like a madman. I chopped my hand down onto his left shoulder, shattering his collarbone and shredding the tendons holding his joint together. His arm hung slack at his side, and I snatched his wrist with my right hand. A quick twist popped his arm out of its socket, and a hard yank tore it completely off his body in a shower of green goo.

The biter should have let me go, but he still thought he had the edge over me. I flipped the severed arm over and caught it by the gory shoulder joint. With a roar, I whipped my carnage club around. The metal gauntlet slammed through its former owner’s face, bursting his eyes and ripping open his skull. Globs of brains and squirts of green goo splashed across the biter, blinding him.

The gauntlet struck the biter in the back of the head, crushing his skull against my armor. His eyes exploded onto my visor in a glistening flood, and his brain burst free of his shattered head and flopped onto the floor like a dropped loaf of Spam.

Nine and ten!

I laughed along with Seymour, and my maniacal voice rebounded from the airlock’s walls. The sound spooked the rest of the Gnawr, who’d decided this fight was bullshit and it was time to regroup and come up with a better plan.

One of the alien punks tried to get around me, but a mule kick slammed him into the corner with shattered ribs and a ruptured lung. Swampy foam bubbled out of his mandibles as the last breaths and his head lolled on his shoulders. The parasites swimming in his blood boiled out of his mouth in a desperate attempt to escape from their dying host.

Eleven, Avatar! Eleven glorious kills!

Two Gnawr struggled to get through the airlock door, but only managed to tangle themselves up. I grabbed each of their heads in one of my hands and slammed them off the door’s frame. Their skulls burst apart like creme-filled chocolate Easter eggs, drenching my hands in alien brains and blood. Clots of parasitic worms fell from my hands, and I ground them into gritty paste beneath my heel.

I took a deep breath of stinking air and drew my arm back, but there were no more Gnawr to fight. The airlock’s floor was covered with dead bodies, and the walls and ceiling were painted with the aliens’ sticky green blood.

I was a little disappointed there weren’t more of the fuckers to kill.

Thirteen dead! Thirteen more souls for the forge. An auspicious number, indeed.

“Thirteen is a very unlucky number,” I corrected him.

Perhaps for monkeys such as yourself. If you were enlightened, you would know thirteen is the number of neural network nodes established by the most--

“Keep it down,” I grumbled. I was straining my ears to pick up anymore Gnawr in the immediate vicinity. I’d killed their welcoming committee, but I guessed this ship was way too big for the thirteen dead bug boys to have handled on their own.

I crept out of the airlock, the only sound the metallic click of my armored boots against the deck. I needed to talk to Seymour about coming up with some way to mute my footsteps. I didn’t care if I sounded like the Tin Man in need of a good lube job when I was charging into battle, but a little more subtlety while sneaking around would have been much appreciated.

Vermin sneak. Cowards creep. My Avatar does not need to be stealthy. Go forth and destroy them with my power.

“You’re so helpful,” I shot back. Whoever had arranged the cargo in this ship must have been terrible at Tetris. The arrangement of stacked shipping crates created a shitty maze that made it impossible to see more than twenty feet in any direction.

Avatar, you must find and kill the rest of the Gnawr. Immediately.

There was an edge of panic in Seymour’s voice that I didn’t care for one bit.

“What the hell is going on now?” I asked. For once, I just wanted Seymour to tell me he was hungry.

The tentacles binding me to this pathetic vessel are of no concern. But I detect a deep mining laser being brought to bear, and it may have sufficient power to scuff my hull.

“Define scuff,” I snapped. Wandering through this maze in search of enemies had my nerves wound up so tight I didn’t have time to play word games with Seymour.

Damage. Perhaps significant.

Fuck. I couldn’t catch a break.

I needed to find the Gnawr, and I needed to find them now. Navigating a maze wasn’t in the cards. I needed to get the lay of the land.

The cargo containers were studded with tie-down hooks and rope clamps, which made it a snap to climb them. I scrambled up the side of a nearby stack of containers and perched on its top like a moody superhero surveying his crime-riddled city.

My new vantage point gave me plenty to look at. The cargo hold was a rectangle about three hundred yards long and a hundred yards wide. I was fifty yards away from the nearest short wall and twenty-five from the nearest long wall. On a whim, I headed toward the nearest short wall, jumping from the top of one stack of cargo containers to the next.

After my third leap, I looked down to see a group of Gnawr staring up at me in utter shock.

“Oh, hi,” I said and dropped off the edge of the containers.

My armored feet landed on a Gnawr’s shoulder, collapsing his spine like an accordion and flattening his body against the deck. The two Gnawr nearest Mr. Bendy Spine each got a punch in the face followed up by a nasty crescent kick that pulped both their skulls into a greasy paste littered with writhing white worms.

Seymour’s laughter had given way to a deep grinding noise, like an engine running without oil.

Fourteen, fifteen, and sixteen! The forge craves more, Avatar.

The last member of the scouting party turned tail to run, but before he could make it two steps, I drove my left heel into his back right above his hips hard enough to snap his spine like a dry stick. He collapsed into a whimpering pile, and I stomped his head on the deck to make sure he was down and out.

Oh, yes. Seventeen kills!

His voice was throaty and almost breathless as the kill count climbed higher. His giddy exclamations had taken on a guttural, primal tone I didn’t care for, even a little bit.

“Okay, you’re making it weird,” I said.

All the racket attracted another gang of Gnawr bug boys to my location. There was thirty of them, at least, and this time they’d come with weapons. I saw thick barreled shotguns with bulbous stocks, sparking clubs as long as I was tall, and some kind of fiery wand things.

“All right, then, let’s do this,” I snarled.

I charged toward the Gnawr, my armored feet pounding the deck like a drum solo played on an anvil. I was going to have to do something about the noise at some point, but at the moment I liked the racket. Hearing my footsteps ringing out like Thor’s hammer pounding against the sky had me grinning like an idiot.

A larger-than-average Gnawr stepped forward to greet me. He held an oversized gun on his hip and trained the barrel on my chest.

“Seymour, this thing can stand up to a gunshot, right?”

Let’s say yes.

I drew my fist back for a skull-crushing hammer blow to bug boy’s noggin, but he just spread his mandibles and roared at me. He had more faith in his gun than I did in my armor because I sure as fuck flinched when he squeezed the triggers and unleashed a blazing sheet of energy.

I flinched even harder when a wave of force slammed into my chest like a wrecking ball. My feet came off the floor as I flew backward and slammed into a stack of shipping containers. The impact knocked the wind out of me and rattled me around inside my armor, but I wasn’t dead. None of my bones felt like they were broken, and I was still breathing, so that was something.

“What the fuck just hit me?” I asked Seymour. I stood up, shaking the cobwebs out of my brain.

I believe it was an impact ram. A construction tool. You can dodge attacks, you know. The armor is quite effective at mitigating damage, but you could always try not getting hit.

Of all the homicidal artificial intelligences I could be saddled with, I had the sarcastic one.

“Thanks for the heads-up. Anything else I should know?” I asked as I sized up the Gnawr with more caution. They weren’t firing anything at me, which was a relief. Their weapons packed a wallop, but their range was very limited.

I see some lascutters in the back there. Nothing capable of damaging you immediately, but prolonged contact with the torch may breach the armor. Or cook you inside it.

“All of this would have been great to know before I charged them,” I groused.

I didn’t realize you were going to rush headlong into battle. You have been recalcitrant to put my gifts to use until this point.

“What the fuck are you talking about?” I asked.

It means you do not do what I tell you to do. I will be sure to use smaller words in the future.

Fighting bugs was more fun than getting lectured by Seymour, so I pushed off from the cargo containers and rushed the Gnawr.

The bug boy who’d smacked me down the first time held his ground. I charged straight at him, eyes on his trigger finger.

The instant he fired, I threw myself to the side. The wave of force brushed my right shoulder as it passed, but not enough to slow my approach. I changed course and lunged forward, driving toward the bastard.

He tried to bring his gun to bear, but I was too fast, and the barrel was too long. I shoved it aside with one hand, drew my right fist back, and punched for all I was worth.

My metal knuckles slammed into the Gnawr’s head right behind his mandibles. There was a sharp cracking noise, and my hand disappeared into his face. Green goo splattered everywhere, and a strangled, burbling cry erupted from the Gnawr’s mouth as he sank to his knees. I ripped my hand loose from his shattered head and flicked green ichor and wriggling white worms from my fingertips. These guys were disgusting.

“Fuck you too, buddy,” I said, snatching the weapon’s strap from around his neck before he collapsed. The weapon was heavy, and its elongated barrel made it difficult to hold level.

The rest of the Gnawr chattered amongst themselves as they tried to decide what to do about the ugly American Marine fucking up their day.

Eighteen kills! That is an impact ram. Short range, ten shots, eight remaining, moderate damage. Mostly used for prying apart pieces of machinery or breaching doors. Seymour explained. Point the barrel at your target, squeeze the trigger.

“I know how to use a gun,” I shouted and charged the remaining Gnawr.

I hated to admit it, but the feeling of power from the suit was a real rush. I was a one-man wrecking machine. With a trusty rifle or a SAW, or even my K-bar on hand, I’d be un-fucking-stoppable.

The Gnawr had overcome their fear and decided it would be a good time to kill me before I slaughtered any more of them. Two of the closest Gnawr fired their impact rams, and I threw myself to the right. The first shot clipped my left shoulder and knocked me back a half foot, but the second shot went wide and slammed into cargo containers with a loud clanging noise.

I closed the gap to my attackers and responded by aiming the barrel of my impact ram at the nearest shooter’s mouth and squeezing the trigger. His head came apart with a sound like a stomped on tomato, and his friends screamed as the goo splattered across their enormous, lidless eyes.

Nineteen kills, Avatar. Our power grows!

The second shooter died when I slammed the ram’s barrel into his sternum. The blow splintered his rib cage and buried the impact gun’s muzzle in his chest. I shoved him back into the crowd of Gnawr and squeezed the ram’s trigger

The burst of force turned the Gnawr’s body into an organic shrapnel grenade. Bits of bone bounced off my armor, but they did a lot more damage to those surrounding the dead bug. Segmented eyes exploded as organic chunks slammed into them, leaving the nearby Gnawr blinded and screeching in agony.

Twenty! Twenty-one! Twenty-two! While your killing frenzy is much appreciated, you must hurry. All the souls harvested will be wasted if this mining laser penetrates me.

“You make everything sound so gross,” I said, shaking my head. “Let me finish these guys off.”

The Gnawr were terrible fighters. It took me less than a minute to kill ten more of them, bringing Seymour’s carnage count up to thirty-one, but more just kept on coming. I’d stirred up the hornet’s nest, and now every one of the buggy fuckers aboard the ship was coming at me. From the rear of the pack, I heard a louder voice shouting. I stomped on a downed Gnawr and stood on my tiptoes to get a look at who was making all the noise.

Ah, yes, Avatar. Thirty-three kills! The pleasure overwhelms my cold black core.

“You mean heart?” I asked as I kicked the leg of one bug-man and snapped it in half.

Hearts are for things that live and love. I am immortal and hate everything.

“You seem pretty happy about all the killing I’m doing,” I grunted.

Fair point, Avatar. Maybe you are not as stupid as I thought.

“Gee thanks, asshole.”

The biggest Gnawr of them all was in the back of the crowd, shaking some sort of rifle overhead. He wore a suit of armor nowhere near as fancy as mine, but it looked extra thick. He must have been the captain and was apparently the guy running the whole show. I figured killing him would put an end to this fight and let me tend to Seymour’s wounded pride.

It is not my pride, you simpleton. The mining drill is automated, and it is already in operation. Five minutes, perhaps less, and I will become very uncomfortable.

“Nag, nag, nag,” I said and used the last shot in my impact ram to blast another bug man into a greasy spray.

A crowbar fell from his nerveless fingers, and I snatched it out of the air. After a quick spin to build momentum, I whipped the makeshift javelin forward and into the face of an onrushing bug dude.

The narrow metal tip punched through his forehead and burst through the back of his chitinous head. The hook caught between his eyes, rising up from the spot where a human’s nose would have been like a single curved tusk.

With a shout, I hammered my fist into the crowbar’s curve and drove the dying bug back into his buddies. They fell away from the slop oozing out of the back of his ruptured skull.

Thirty-four! Thirty-five! The wounded are dying, Avatar, and your count increases. Thirty-six!

The sea of bug people parted, leaving an open path between their leader and me.

“Hey,” I said, waving a gore-streaked hand in his direction. “I’ve killed a whole bunch of your guys--”

You’ve killed thirty-six of the Gnawr.

“Oh, excuse me,” I continued, “make that thirty-six of your shitty excuses for crew members. What do you say we end this like gentlemen?”

The Gnawr captain said nothing, but he did raise his rifle and point it at me. He squeezed the trigger, and there was a muted fizzing as a slender projectile emerged from its barrel on a plume of yellow sparks.

I had no doubt my armor would absorb this attack, too. Faced with my obviously superior strength and skill, the captain would freak out, bow down to me, and then I’d go up and rescue Seymour.

That’s not quite what happened.

A second after the projectile left the barrel of the Gnawr captain’s weapon, a white-hot flame erupted from its rear. The tiny rocket lived up to its name and headed in my direction at an alarming speed. I couldn’t have dodged it even if I wanted to.

When the rocket hit me, my whole world went white. I wasn’t dead, which was nice, but my entire body was on fire, which was not so nice. Flames covered the outside of the suit, blinding me as the fire crawled over my visor.

“Argh!” I shouted as the agony in my body took control of my vocal cords.

You’re not dying. You have, though, been damaged. I would recommend you not let him shoot you with a rocket rifle again.

“Holy shit!” I screamed. But, despite my hysterics, I realized the pain had subsided. The flames were gone, the suit was intact, and I was sore, but far from dead.

The Gnawr captain, though, wasn’t going to let the last part stand. The barrel of his rocket rifle was pointing at me, and I guessed he was ready to fire another rocket at my ass.

“Fuck this!” I scrambled to my feet and rolled to the side as I heard the rocket leave his weapon. The deck behind me exploded with a napalm-like fire, but I had already ducked around a stack of containers. The bastard couldn’t hit me if he couldn’t see me.

I kept moving, heading deeper into the containers.

This sensation is very unpleasant. Imagine the pain you just endured and multiply it by the infinite energy of a runaway nuclear reaction. Please, help me help you, and turn this mining laser off.

“I’d love to,” I said, still moving. The Gnawr were hot on my ass, and I needed to find a place to make my stand. I needed a narrow chokepoint, someplace it would be hard for the captain to shoot me without also shooting his own people. “Going to be a minute, though.”

Oh, very well, Seymour said, sounding bored. But beware. I have analyzed this tool, and it can, in fact, pierce my armor. It may be able to destroy essential components of my being.

“I’m doing my best here,” I shouted back.

Your best is terrible. Hurry up, Avatar.

“Hey, you want my help or not? Asshole.” I’d reached the best spot I was going to find. I stood in a narrow box canyon of cargo containers. A stack of them behind me protected me from an ambush. The piles on my right and left made it impossible for more than a couple of Gnawr to approach at the same time. If they rushed me, I could beat them down until there were none left, and then deal with the captain.

It was a great plan.

But I hadn’t taken into account the fact that the captain might lead the charge.

He stepped around the far corner of the makeshift corridor, weapon at the ready. He spread his mandibles wide in what I could only imagine was a shit-eating grin and pulled the trigger.

There was only one way for me to go if I didn’t want to end up burned alive.

I jumped up, grabbed a tie down on the crate to my left, and proceeded to make like a monkey.

The deadly rocket streaked through the space I’d just vacated, and a moment later a pressure wave of hot air washed over my body. A raging inferno had started on the crate behind the spot I’d been standing, and the captain was already drawing a bead on me for another shot.

At the top of the stack of cargo containers, an idea came to me. It was either going to get me killed or solve all my problems.

The bottom of the cargo container stack was tied down to the floor with thick metal straps. The middle three cargo containers were tied to the top and bottom containers, and to one another, by thick cords. Those cords were also attached to cleats in the ceiling, and I guessed it was what stabilized the whole stack.

The flames were shrinking already, but its heat had damaged the cables on stabilizing the stack of cargo containers. I jumped to the wounded stack and braced my hands against the ceiling.

I grabbed the first stabilizer cord with one hand, expecting the whistling shriek of another rocket attack at any second. The cord flexed, but it was still too strong for me to pull apart.

Cut it, Seymour commanded.

“How? I don’t have a knife.” I snapped back.

Look at your hand. Imagine the outer edge of your armor forming a sharp ridge.

I did, and it did. Well, I’ll be goddamned.

My knifehand made short work of the cargo stabilizer at the top of the stack, and the fire had already done its job on the cords at the bottom of the pile.

I leaned over the edge of the cargo container and raised my middle finger at the captain. He seemed to understand what my gesture meant and snarled as he prepared to fire.

“Seeya, motherfucker,” I shouted and jumped away from the edge. My sudden movement destabilized the wobbly stack, and it fell away from the direction I was running. The heavy containers bounced off the stacks to either side and collapsed down the middle of the corridor the captain and his bug boys had been standing in.

I didn’t jump, just fell like a rock. Fortunately, my suit was perfectly capable of absorbing the shock of a three-story fall. A bit of air pushed out of my lungs when I landed, but I was quickly able to suck in more air.

I brushed myself off and turned back to admire the mess I’d made. The cargo containers had collapsed right where I’d wanted them to fall.

It took some doing, but I climbed onto the fallen containers and looked down into the mess. I saw a lot of splattered green goo, which was a good sign. I also saw the captain’s face with its brow cracked open and its mandibles torn off. I listened for a few moments but heard nothing. They were all good and dead.

Do you feel that, Avatar? Eighteen additional kills! Fifty-four dead Gnawr harvested for the forge. Soon, we will taste their souls.

As an added bonus, I now understood I could control the suit, at least a little. I stood with one foot on either side of the opening that had shown me the captain’s face and concentrated. A moment later, the suit retracted from the most crucial area of my body, and I was finally able to relieve myself.

A piss had never felt so good. I didn’t just have the piss shivers, there was a full-on urination seizure running up and down my spine by the time I squeezed out the last drops. It’s amazing how much better you feel when your bladder is empty.

“Take that,” I said to the captain’s dead face.

When you have completed your primitive dominance ritual and are no longer in danger of bursting your bladder find a way to kill this mining laser before it kills me.
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Chapter 4

With the Gnawr ship’s captain and greeting party dead, I was free to dig around their crappy excuse for a spaceship and find a solution to Seymour’s problem. The AI, usually so cocksure and aggressively arrogant, had seemed legitimately frightened at the damage the mining laser was capable of inflicting on his armored hide. While I desperately wanted Seymour to get his just desserts for kidnapping me and putting me into open conflict with the rest of the universe, I didn’t want him dead.

Not yet, anyway. I needed the bastard to get back home.

The Gnawr ship was huge, but most of its size was a result of its enormous cargo bay. A quick scramble up to the top of the tallest stack of cargo containers gave me a good overview of the terrain.

The storage hold was a massive rectangle, several hundred yards long and wide, and about fifteen yards tall. Wide doorways covered with high-tech garage doors dotted the walls to my left and right. Those were obviously loading doors, which probably opened into the depths of space. No sense in opening those if I was looking for something on the ship. There was one doorway on the right wall, but I recognized it as the airlock and scratched it off the list of places to explore. I already knew what it looked like on the inside.

The wall ahead of me had several of the wide loading doors, but it also held a standard sliding door. I’d seen the Gnawr enter the cargo bay through it, which meant it probably led to the flight deck and crew quarters. Since most of the crew was dead on the floor beneath me, I wasn’t sure I’d find much of interest that way.

The door behind my position was also normal-sized door, and there was no telling what was waiting for me on the other side of it. I drummed my fingers on the cargo container I was squatting on top of and reached out to Seymour for some advice. The less time I wasted searching for a solution, the better.

“Aft or forward?” I asked Seymour. “I’ve got two doors here, and I’m not sure which way to go.”

There was a moment of silence, and then Seymour’s voice crackled in my thoughts. His voice sounded tight, and each word held a nasty undercurrent of strain as if the AI was struggling to put his sentences together. That couldn’t be good.

I’m not familiar with this category of scavenger ship, but I would assume you need to head aft, where you’ll find the power plant. Your top priority is disabling this automated mining laser, and the easiest way to do that is by cutting its power.

Seymour’s plan made sense, though I couldn’t help but wonder if the AI was firing on all cylinders. There was something the ship wasn’t telling me, but I let it go. If we survived, there’d be plenty of time for me to rip into him for lying to me. If we were stuck together, I wasn’t going to let him get away with anything short of total honesty. After all, the bastard could see into my thoughts.

From my current perch, the nearest stack of cargo containers was about five yards aft of my current position. Before Seymour turned me into his favorite science project, I’d never have tried to jump that far. Especially when I was twenty feet off the ground.

“Let’s see what this thing can do,” I whispered to myself. Then I crouched down over my heels, leaned forward, and jumped as hard as I could.

I didn’t suddenly sprout a rocket pack or have Go Go Gadget spring legs, but I did jump farther than I’d ever managed before. I sprang from the top of the stack of cargo containers and soared through the air, arms stretched out in front of me like a superhero in mid-flight. A moment later, my heels banged down on top of the next tower of shipping crates with a metallic clang.

It was really fucking cool.

Five jumps and thirty seconds later, I reached the last stack of containers before the aft door. The suit didn’t give me super strength or amazing agility, but it unlocked the very best me. I felt like I’d gone through my whole life with a pair of kettlebells on my heels, and someone had just clipped the chains. It was fantastic, and my cheeks hurt from grinning so much.

You’re welcome, Avatar. I’m so glad you appreciate the gifts I have given you. Perhaps you could see your way clear to stopping this mining laser before it causes further damage to my internal systems.

“I’m fucking working on it.” I didn’t like Seymour, but we were in this together now. He was my only chance of getting back home, and I for damn sure wasn’t going to let him die before I was safely back on Kentucky bluegrass.

You are not working on it, Avatar. You are gawking at the wonderful powers I have bestowed upon you. Wait until you see the new size of your penis.

“Wait, you made my dick bigger?” I asked with a bit of amazement.

No, you idiot. I am joking. But much like you care about your dick not getting chopped off, I care about not being cut in two by this laser. As they say in your memories: hurry the fuck up, Marine.

I dropped down from the cargo containers into a perfect three-point superhero landing in front of the door. There was a faint whoosh, and the door vanished into the wall to its left. Clearly, the Gnawr weren’t all concerned with security aboard their own vessel. It was a bit of a relief since I’d envisioned myself having to fight through defense drones and alien security systems and wasn’t really feeling it.

“Any tips on what I’m looking for here?” I asked Seymour. I’d wrenched on plenty of tractors and other equipment around the farm, but something told me the Gnawr spaceship was going to be a little more advanced than my grandfather’s old Ford pickup. That thought made me wince a little, and I wondered how the old man was coping with me up and vanishing on him. I pushed the pang of guilt away and focused my attention on the task at hand before homesickness could eat a hole in my belly.

You need to find the power routing station. It should be near the power plant as far aft as possible, Seymour said. This ship relies on fusion cells for its energy needs, and even the Gnawr don’t keep nuclear material near the flight deck or living quarters. Hurry up, Avatar.

Seymour’s advice was at least a start, so I took it. The corridor beyond the aft door was about 100 feet long. There were three doors on either side, but I didn’t waste time with those. If what Seymour was telling me was true, then the power plant should be through the far door. For once, my hunch paid off.

The door slid open to reveal a large chamber filled from floor to ceiling and wall to wall with complex machinery that thumped, whirred, and hissed. The electric bite of ozone tickled my nostrils. Vibrations rattled up through the soles of my boots and into my armor until my fillings were about to shake right out of my teeth. Colossal glass coils rose up from the machinery on either side of a narrow walkway that ran between them toward the stern of the ship. Every few seconds, great glowing balls of plasma climbed through the coils and emerged from the open ends of the glass tubes with a loud pop and a spray of green sparks.

It looked like exactly the sort of place where someone who didn’t know what the fuck they were doing could create a huge mess. I took two steps into the room, thought better of blundering around like an idiot, and drummed my metal fingers against my metal chin.

“All right, I’m here,” I said.

Before I could finish my sentence, an agitated Gnawr leaped out from behind a squat, glowing machine and hurled himself at me. The alien mugger chattered like a monkey who’d gotten into a bad batch of meth and raised his spiked wrench high overhead.

I drove my left fist into his face, shearing off both of his snapping mandibles and popping one of his faceted eyes from its chitinous socket. The Gnawr collapsed to the deck and clasped both of its oil-stained hands to its empty eye socket. He made a hell of a racket, and I couldn’t hear myself think.

“Quiet,” I snapped as I stomped his head into a green splatter.

Seymour cackled, and for a moment he seemed to have forgotten about the mining laser digging into his guts.

Fifty-five kills. Yes, it appears you found the power core. Continue killing any Gnawr that you find, but be careful not to damage anything in this room. You could start a runaway reaction, and that would end poorly for us both, but mostly for you.

“Thanks, pal,” I said as I snuck forward through the steaming and sparking equipment. The smell of ozone grew stronger the deeper I went into the room, and I imagined that it would have been tough to see without my helmet.

Keep heading aft. There should be a large panel mounted against one of the walls near the ship’s stern. I need to conserve my power. Don’t contact me again until you find the panel.

Seymour vanished from my thoughts like someone had flipped his power switch off. One moment he was there, an annoying intruder inside my brain, and the next there was an asshole shaped space in my thoughts where he’d been. I didn’t miss him, exactly, but I didn’t like the empty feeling in my head, either.

Being alone in the depths of an alien spaceship was extremely disconcerting.

The glowing machinery surrounding me was impressive but completely indecipherable. Glowing pink lines crisscrossed every available surface at obtuse angles, forming an off-kilter grid that nauseated me when I looked at it too long. Blinking away the afterimages burned into my vision, I vowed to ignore any other machinery here until I found a way to kill the mining laser.

The remaining Gnawr, however, were too much of a pain in the ass to ignore. Every few steps, one of the bug-headed aliens would pop out from behind some machine and try to kill me with some joke of a makeshift weapon. In a horde, the Gnawr had been something of a challenge, and the captain’s gyrojet rifle had done a real number on me, but a lone Gnawr without a fancy rocket gun was less trouble than swatting down a fly. At least flies could dodge a swat. These alien bugs threw themselves at me in a berserk fury, all clicking mandibles and waving arms, and never stood a chance. One punch was all it took to shut them up permanently. It was gruesome work, but it wasn’t hard work.

And I really liked it.

I would have been happy to walk on by them since Seymour wasn’t around to complain about how I’d passed up easy souls to harvest, but the bugs didn’t want peace. If they didn’t want to die, they were free to stop jumping out at me like the world’s ugliest jacks in the boxes.

I killed another eighteen bugfuckers, and I’ll admit I kind of missed Seymour’s running tally. I soon found a big square panel mounted on the aft wall of the Gnawr ship.

My HUD told me it was ten feet tall and five feet wide. I couldn’t see any fasteners attaching it to the bulkhead, but heavy brackets on each of the panel’s corners held the lid closed. The device could have been connected to magnets, or maybe it was fucking space voodoo. It was all science-fiction mumbo jumbo to me.

Fortunately, opening it didn’t require an advanced degree in astrophysics or even a particular space wrench. I twisted a handle on the front of the box and wrenched it open. The brackets snapped apart like they were made of dried pasta, and the panel swung up and glided toward the ceiling on a pair of pneumatic arms. Inside was the galaxy’s most complicated fuse box, complete with a few hundred pulsing microlights.

“All right, Seymour,” I said. “I found your power routing station.”

Seymour returned to my thoughts with a sensation like the beginning of a nasty headache, and the slight pressure against the backs of my eyes told me he was using them as a pair of surveillance cameras.

You’ll have to excuse me if I don’t hold your hand through every little thing you do, Seymour snarked. I’m currently occupied with the onerous task of moving my internal operating systems out of the mining laser’s path.

“Are you serious?” I asked, hoping Seymour would cackle at my stupidity and taunt me for not recognizing his sarcasm. “You’re the super intelligent AI! I’m just a stupid earth man. How am I supposed to figure this out?”

I would love to switch places with you, Avatar. I would much rather be tasked with a puzzle while you had the inner depths of your personhood explored by the burning lance of a mining laser.

The AI’s strained voice gave me pause, but I was still pissed Seymour wasn’t going to help out. The power routing station was insanely complex and filled with glowing vials and crackling tubes that looked very much like they would explode if I so much as stared at them too long.

I risked sudden death and stared at surrounding machines as if an angry glare would convince it to give up its secrets. Unfortunately, it was impervious to my fury.

“All right, Jay,” I said to myself. “You can figure this out. Because if you don’t, your spaceship is going to be utterly fucked and you’ll be stranded on this stinking cheese ball.”

I stared at the box and tried to make sense of its inner workings. The routing station was divided up into grids of different sizes by glowing lines of sizzling power. The grid’s spaces weren’t squares, they were more like tilted, elongated diamonds. Glass tubes rose up from the intersections of the grids. Glowing spurts of energy filled each of the tubes in turn, then faded away as the next tube glowed brighter and brighter in sequence.

I gave a tube an experimental tap with my right index finger. The glowing energy inside it sputtered and quivered for a moment, and a shower of brilliant white sparks erupted from the tube’s base. The tube itself wobbled a little in its socket, which told me the connections weren’t very tight.

Something on the top of the tube glinted like a fleck of aluminum foil floating on the surface of a swimming pool. I leaned in close to get a better look and saw metallic symbol stamped on each tube’s tip.

“Hey, Seymour,” I said, “can you read these?”

The pressure behind my eyes returned. I was going to have to have a talk with Seymour about easing up on squeezing my eyeballs. It didn’t need to feel like my peepers were going to pop out every time my AI boss decided to poke around in my head.

No.

“What the fuck is your problem?” I demanded. “This is your thing. I have no idea how to figure this out if you’re not going to help.”

I’ve been away from this portion of space for a very long time. Things have changed sometime during the past several billion years, Jay.

The creeping fist of horror curled around my brain and gave it a good shake as the meaning behind Seymour’s words sank in.

“Holy shit,” I cursed. “I wasn’t just kidnapped by a spaceship. I was kidnapped by a fucking antique spaceship?”

That is a very crude way of putting things. Given time, I can adapt and learn from what I experience. The more I’m exposed to this time period, the more I will learn. I have incredibly advanced intelligence as you know. But it will take me some time to acclimate myself to this new paradigm.

Seymour grew silent for a moment.

Also, this is very painful. I’ve limited the damage the laser can inflict, but it is relentless. Please remedy this situation before the harm is irreparable.

“You know what?” I said, pissed and frustrated that my AI kidnapper was actually probably the least advanced piece of machinery in the galaxy. If he wasn’t going to help, I was going to have to deal with this myself in the fastest way I knew how. “You tell me if the mining laser turns off.”

I reached down, coiled my fingers around the tube in the lower left portion of the panel, and got a good grip on its warm glass surface.

Then I yanked it out of its socket.

Sparks erupted from the socket like some cheap fireworks, temporarily blinding me. I blinked and saw the tube I’d pulled free was an inert, dark crystal about the length of my index finger. The remaining tubes around the now-empty socket glowed slightly brighter, and the board was emitting a low, warbling whine.

“Laser still on?” I asked.

Yes.

I pushed the tube in my hand back into its socket, then ripped another one out of a socket.

That got some results, but not the ones I had hoped.

The entire power core went dark, and the machines surrounding me unleashed a terrifying mechanical clatter like the sound of a whole fist full of spoons dropped into a garbage disposal. Something popped and unleashed an awful stink of sulfur and melting plastic.

I hastily shoved the tube back into its socket and made a mental note to not touch it again. Blowing up the Gnawr ship would kill the mining laser, but it might also kill Seymour and me.

With a curse, I started yanking and replacing tubes as fast as my little hands could go. They were a pain in the ass to pull in some places because they were crammed so close together. The Gnawr probably used a fancy machine for yanking the fuses, but it was an exercise in frustration for my armor-encased fingers.

As expected, your efforts are insufficient to resolve the situation at hand. You have approximately two minutes to do something constructive before you doom us both.

I took a deep breath and let it out with an angry sigh. I’d covered maybe a tenth of the fuses in the power routing station, and all I’d accomplished was the near-destruction of the Gnawr vessel.

On the other hand, the power core hadn’t shut down after I’d gotten away from the lower left-hand side, so maybe all the really critical, mission important stuff was down there. The rest of it might be things like power for CD players and TVs and microwaves. The kind of shit that was necessary on a ship, but I wouldn’t die if it suddenly stopped working.

“New plan, Seymour, you let me know if things change up there.”

I went back to one of the fallen Gnawr and grabbed the enormous wrench it had tried to brain me with. The tool was about four feet long, which meant I could reach all the way to the top of the power control distribution center if I stood on my tiptoes.

I wrapped both hands around the bottom of the wrench, took a batter’s stance, and then swung my makeshift club straight at the tubes in the center of the panel.

This was probably all sorts of stupid.

The pipe raked across a hundred or more of the glass rods, shattering them into a spray of crystalline shards and sending pink sparks shooting in every direction. A strange sensation swept up my arms and into my shoulders, something between a fast vibration and an electrical shock. A strange grinding noise rumbled from the ship’s bow. That couldn’t be good news, but maybe I’d broken the mining laser, too.

“How about now, Seymour?” I asked.

No.

“Shit.” Most of the tubes were still attached to the panel, so I went full caveman on it. I swept the pipe back and forth across the upper reaches of the panel, bringing a rain of sparks and shattered crystal down around me. Melodic pings sounded as the shards of broken crystal landed on the surrounding deck, and the stink of burning hair drifted down to my nose. The strange noises from the front of the ship were joined by a chorus of ominous groans from the machines in the power core surrounding me. Finally, after I’d wrecked a good three-quarters of the tubes in the panel, Seymour’s voice returned.

Finally, you have done something useful. The laser is off.

The cranky motherfucker sounded extremely relieved, but I didn’t hear a “Thank You” out of him.

“That’s good news, right?” I asked.

Yes, but we have another problem.

“Of course we do!” I groaned. I flung the pipe I’d been using to break the crystals at a surprised Gnawr who’d poked his head out from around the corner of a piece of machinery to see what the fuck was going on. There was a sharp crack, and green goo splattered in every direction. I hate to admit it but seeing the alien asshole’s head come apart made me feel a little bit better.

Congratulations on your seventy-third kill. The mining laser penetrated into your cabin and damaged one of the environmental control units. Between the breach in my hull and this injury, I am unable to preserve the atmospheric integrity of my interior.

“That doesn’t sound good,” I said. “How do we fix it?”

Search the Gnawr vessel for a replacement atmospheric control unit. You’ll also need to find tools to install it.

“Awesome. Where do I start looking?” I asked, pissed about this new kink in our plan. I hadn’t expected to need to hang out on this ship after I’d crippled it. For all I knew, the damage I’d caused to the power routing station had turned the damned thing into a flying bomb. “Because something tells me I’ve broken some important shit over here, and I’m not sure how much longer this ship is going to be in one piece.”

When Seymour responded, he sounded more exhausted than I would have thought possible. The mining drill must have really fucked him hard.

There should be an engineering bay somewhere near your current location, Even the Gnawr are smart enough to keep spare parts, and the tools to install them, near the power core. If they don’t have a spare atmospheric control unit, we should be able to remove the one attached to their life support station.

“I’ll see what I can find,” I said, and braced myself against the walkway beside the railing as a vibration wave passed through the ship from bow to stern.

Somewhere, something on this ship was busily shaking itself to pieces. When it finally tore itself apart or blew the fuck up, it was probably going to take a sizeable chunk of the Gnawr ship with it. I’d saved Seymour from the mining laser but started a ticking time bomb in the process.

I scrambled out of the power core, but it wasn’t easy going. The vibrations made walking a giant pain in the ass, and I had to hang onto the walkway railings like an old man with a walker before I could duck through the first door to my left.

A small pack of screeching Gnawr charged at me the second the door slid out of the way. They poured out of the little room they’d been hiding in and swung crude shivs at me. In their berserk frenzy, they did more damage to themselves than to me. I let them break their homemade knives against my armor and then pulped their heads with swift claps of my hands.

Seventy-four, seventy-five, seventy-six! Seymour’s voice rose through the octaves with each kill. Each murder seemed to give him a little more energy. He was way too excited about all this.

The crunchy pops of bursting Gnawr heads coated me in viscous green slime and squirming worms, but I didn’t care. The rush that filled me every time one of them died took my mind off my impending doom and lifted my spirits just a little.

I poked my head into the room the now-dead Gnawr had been hiding inside. It looked like food storage, but nothing I saw in there was remotely appetizing. There were sealed cans with pictures of unrecognizable animals on them, and freeze-dried cubes that reminded me of the compacted cricket corpses I’d fed to my pet lizard when I was a kid.

Gross.

The first door on the starboard side of the hallway was more promising. There were racks of tools on the wall toward the ship’s bow, and a caged area filled with neatly labeled plastic boxes against the aft and starboard walls.

“How does this look?”

This looks more like what we’d need, Seymour said. Open some of those boxes, and we’ll see if we can find an atmospheric control unit.

“Sure, I’ll get right on that,” I sighed. The chain-link cage had a door, which was locked. Pissed at yet another delay, I hooked my fingers through the diamond-shaped spaces in the wire door and curled my hands into fists. The cage’s metal links squealed and popped as I pulled, and the puny lock and hinges gave way with a resigned squeal. I tossed the cage’s door onto the floor and got to searching.

Damn. I was really fucking strong.

“How big is an atmospheric control unit?” I asked.

Seymour rummaged around in my head again, apparently trying to find something to use as a comparison.

It’s smaller than a breadbox.

“What the hell are you talking about? I’ve never even seen a bread box,” I shook my head. “Try inches. Is it six inches on a side? 12 inches?”

I got another brain cramp as Seymour went back to rooting around in it. It was a distinctly unpleasant feeling, but I did everything I could to mask my discomfort from him. The last thing I needed was for this crazed AI to discover it did have a way to torture me or at least a way to make me mildly nauseated.

You have seen a loaf of bread, Jay. Picture a box the loaf of bread fits snuggly inside of. Or do I have to be your imagination also?

“Come the fuck on, asshole,” I growled as my eyes scanned the room for a bread loaf shaped object.

Fine. It is approximately 30 centimeters by 15 centimeters by 15 centimeters.

“Goddamnit, Seymour, inches,” I sighed and shook my head. “That metric shit never caught on.”

Accuracy is essential, and the metric measurements are much more precise, but very well. Twelve inches by six inches by six inches.

“Now we’re getting somewhere.” I scanned the containers, and red outlines highlighted several boxes of approximately the right size. Either Seymour was pointing out likely targets for me, or the armor was really good at picking up on my needs and helping out the best it could.

I’m not sure which of the two ideas I liked the least. I didn’t want to become dependent on either the AI or the fancy armor it’d stuck me with, but I could not deny they were both damn handy to have around.

I grabbed the first highlighted box and ripped its plastic top open. The container held a flat slab of gray metal inscribed with more of the gibberish symbols I’d seen elsewhere in the ship. There were small holes around the slab’s perimeter, and some kind of connector jutted from one edge like a stubby tail. I stared at the box, letting Seymour get a good look at what I’d found.

“This?”

No.

“Saying no all the time isn’t very helpful. Does the atmospheric control unit look anything like this?” I asked.

No.

“Awesome,” I grumbled. I memorized the symbol engraved on the front of the box. Then I found every other box with the same symbol, pulled them from the shelves, and threw them into the hallway outside the storage room. I didn’t have time to waste poking through the exact same pieces of equipment again and again.

I ripped another box off the shelf and tore its top off. The machinery it held was a sloped trapezoid with multiple metal prongs jutting from its surface like empty circuits.

“How’s this?” I asked. Another vibration swept through the Gnawr ship, and we rolled hard to the starboard. Boxes tumbled from the shelves and banged off my helmet and shoulders. The Gnawr vessel’s engines roared and righted its position, which dumped even more boxes on me.

That is not it.

The HUD highlighted several boxes on the floor, and I snatched another one up. I ripped the lid away to reveal a long metal cylinder with crystalline flanges jutting from its sides like stubby square wings.

“Let me guess,” I said, leaning against the cage as another shudder passed through the Gnawr vessel, “this isn’t it.”

You are correct.

“Right, clearly this isn’t going to fucking work,” I snapped. “I’ll see if I can find the environmental control station.”

But before I could get to the next door, Seymour returned my thoughts.

Don’t bother, he said in a subdued voice. We’re not going to find what we need on this ship. The engineering design paradigms have shifted too far in the eons since my departure. We won’t find anything of value here.

“Then what the fuck are we going to do?” I demanded. If Seymour’s environmental controls were damaged, that didn’t bode well for me. He might be able to fly through space without holding air in his belly, but no oxygen would be a death sentence for me. Which meant we were stuck with the stupid Gnawr ship, which I’d just disabled with my cunning display of human savagery in the power core.

Our only option is to find a hospitable planet within my current operational range.

“And how long can you hold it together if we have to leave here?” I asked Seymour. “You seem like you can shift your body around a little, so can you seal the hole and hold on to whatever air you have left?”

Seymour pondered this for a moment, and I could almost feel his thoughts turning against mine.

I can maintain structural integrity for approximately twelve hours after I re-pressurize. It should be possible to do that by connecting to the Gnawr ship’s airlock and refilling with their atmosphere.

Sucking a bunch of air out of the scavenger vessel wasn’t my preferred option because the Gnawr ship smelled like the inside of a dead man’s asshole after he’d eaten himself to death on an all-you-can-eat Chinese buffet binge, but it was going to have to do.

“Okay, twelve hours. Where can we go in twelve hours?” I asked.

The cargo bay was a disaster. I’d clearly fucked something up when I’d been smashing my way through the power distribution panel because the hooks that held all the containers in place had detached from the straps and retracted into little cubbies in the ceiling. With nothing to secure them, the containers shifted and fell, creating a massive jumble of broken metal tanks and plastic boxes. Dozens of the shipping crates had burst when they’d fallen, spilling their contents all over the floor. The cargo deck stank to high heaven before I’d made a mess, but now there were dozens of new and disgusting scents to give it even more local flavor. The astringent stink of vinegar warred against a rich, earthy stench while threads of other, less identifiable odors added to the gruesome perfume tainting the air.

I picked my way through the mess, careful not to step in the many puddles now littering the floor.

Head to the deck. If you can, avoid getting killed in this mess you created.

“I can try,” I said, equally disgusted by Seymour’s sarcasm and the truth of what he’d said.

I crested a pile of cargo containers and stared down at a soupy, briny mess spread across the floor. One of the tanks had burst open and spilled a few thousand gallons of brackish water. Disgusting alien creatures flopped around in the shallow puddles. They looked like a prawn crossed with a kitten, and my stomach churned at the sight of them.

Those are actually quite a delicacy, Seymour told me, though they do require a bit of cleaning. If you remove the spine and flush out the anal canal

“Nope, nope, nope,” I said, and raced through the rest of the cargo area before I could find any other disgusting foodstuffs. I did not need to hear about how to eat those things because they smelled even worse than the dead Gnawr. Then again, if I hadn’t been so pressed for time, I might have tried to eat them.

I was so fucking hungry.

There was only one door that wasn’t used for cargo on the bow side of the Gnawr ship, and it led directly into the bugfuckers’ living area. They didn’t have any private quarters, only a large communal area with a plethora of cargo net hammocks strung from cleats on the ceiling. A quick estimate told me there were eighty of the hanging beds, which meant I’d probably killed all the Gnawr who’d been aboard.

Being a mass murderer wasn’t a great feeling, but it wasn’t a bad feeling, either. If the Gnawr left Seymour and me alone, they wouldn’t be having such a very bad fucking day.

In addition to being trigger happy assholes, the Gnawr hadn’t cleaned their living quarters in, like, ever, which is why they smelled so fucking bad. There were open food containers scattered across the floor, along with a reeking pile of what appeared to be fresh bug poop. The communal area stank like they’d been using it to ferment the world’s worst batch of kimchi.

I spied a spiral staircase in the center of the living area and immediately rushed toward it in the vain hope I could outrun the horrific stench. The smell diminished a little with every step I took, but by the time I reached the top of the spiral staircase, the air still reeked like a dead dog’s corpse.

The flight deck occupied the top floor, and I wrinkled my nose in disgust. No commanding officer I’d ever met would have tolerated the horrible hygiene of the Gnawr. If the captain was willing to sit up here in his fancy chair and smell his crew, his death didn’t seem like much of a tragedy.

The flight deck was divided into two halves by a raised walkway which explained the eye-like lobes I’d seen on the ship’s bow as it approached Seymour. The port-side half was filled with pink-glowing boxes cabled together with thick, corrugated tubes encased in clear plastic. There were no chairs on that side of deck, nor any visible controls. Another full-body shudder passed through the Gnawr vessel, reminding me of the penalty for messing with alien technology I didn’t understand, so I turned away from the glowing boxes. I needed to find something more familiar before I started poking around with a sharp stick.

We must find a computer loaded with navigational data. Once we have the required information, I can calculate our next move.

“Sounds a lot easier said than fucking done,” I said and started looking. The way the Gnawr ship was shaking, I didn’t have time to do anything else.

To my surprise, the Gnawr ship’s flight deck didn’t look much different from the bridge of an aircraft carrier I’d once toured. The seats were apparently much the same, but the controls also looked like human hands could manipulate them, and the various readouts seemed pretty straightforward if you understood the languages they displayed.

Which I did not.

Still, it blew my mind to think we’d traveled this far, and Seymour had been gone for billions of years, and things weren’t so different from Earth standard.

After a little digging around, I found a seat in front of a keyboard with a monitor mounted above it on a flexible arm. I was no expert, but this certainly looked like a computer to me. There was even some kind of weird little port right next to the keyboard.

“How about this?” I asked Seymour. “You think you can figure this out?”

Little squares popped up on my HUD and floated around, glowing bright red as they highlighted sections of the keyboard, the monitor, and the input port.

Give me a few moments to analyze the equipment. We’re not going to get many chances at this, so I’d rather not rush and have you break something else.

My mouth dropped open.

“You motherfucker,” I growled, “I only broke things to save your sorry ass.”

So you say. And yet, the damage I sustained was quite severe. In any case, I think I can get the data I need from this, but I need you to cooperate with me. Please allow me to take control of the armor for a few minutes.

Warning klaxons echoed through my thoughts. The last time Seymour had controlled the suit, he’d locked me in place for what felt like days. If he was asking me to let him control the suit again that meant he couldn’t tie me up without my explicit permission. But, once I gave him permission, there was no telling what he might do to me.

“You promise you won’t fuck with me?” I asked. I didn’t know if I could hold Seymour to a promise, but maybe his word was worth something.

Yes. I promise.

Seymour’s words carried a tinge of amusement that I did not find the least bit comforting.

“Fine. Do what you need to do and then immediately return control of my suit to me.” I demanded, tingles of anxiety crawling up my spine. I hoped the promise I’d extracted from Seymour would safeguard me against any more of his punishment shenanigans.

Thank you, Jay. You will not regret this decision.

Which was a lie because I regretted giving Seymour permission the second he grabbed the wheel.

The armor plopped into the seat before the data port, and I was a helpless passenger along for the ride. I watched my hand move toward the port and knew I was as powerless to stop it from doing Seymour’s bidding as an ant was helpless to avoid being crushed underfoot.

The suit shifted around my hand as my fingertip touched the data port. It tightened, stretched, and then there was an audible click as an extrusion on the tip of my index finger locked into the port.

“What the hell did you do?” I asked.

I created a data transfer interface. Your armor is highly malleable, but you do not yet know how to make the necessary adjustments. I made those adjustments for you.

Seymour sounded very pleased with himself.

“I can piss without asking for permission,” I said triumphantly, “so I’ve got that going for me.”

You’ve done an admirable job for a primitive creature. Now, let me finish my work, this requires some concentration.

Another terrifying vibration shook the ship from one end to the other and then back again. Containers shifted and crashed to the deck in the cargo hold, and something in the ship’s stern started thumping an irregular rhythm I could feel through my seat on the flight deck.

“Hurry it up,” I said to Seymour, my voice thick with worry. “This bucket of bolts is about to vibrate itself into itty bitty pieces, and I’d rather be far the hell away from here when it falls apart or blows up.”

This reminds me of the time when my Avatar dawdled for hours while I was tortured by the cruel heat of a mining laser. Perhaps there is a lesson you could learn here, Jay.

The terrifying vibrations drumming through the ship weren’t the only cause for concern. Seymour kept me paralyzed in the chair while he guzzled the alien data stream. Even worse, he wasn’t responding. Either he was too busy digesting all that information, or something was wrong, and he’d given himself an AI lobotomy trying to understand the information he’d sucked down.

A deafening groan rolled through the ship, followed by a series of sharp pops. Small projectiles shot past the flight deck’s view portal, and it took me a moment to realize what I was seeing. Those were rivets.

The ship really was shaking itself apart.

“Fuck this noise,” I said and tried to wrest back control of the armor.

That got Seymour’s attention, and not in a good way. The armor closed around my chest like a giant’s fist and trapped my breath in my lungs.

Stop. The data transfer is almost complete, but if you disturb me, we may have to start again.

“The ship is coming apart at the seams,” I gasped against the choking grip Seymour had on my body, “we don’t have time to start over again.”

Then shut up and let me finish my work.

At least he stopped squeezing my lungs out before he went silent again.

The Gnawr ship continued to tear itself to pieces while I watched chunks of it float into space.

Any fucking day now, Seymour, I thought.

Finally, the AI pulled my finger out of the data port and returned control of my body. I shuddered and flexed my wrists, clenched my fists, and shook my arms out. I looked at my index finger, but it was back to normal, the tip smooth and solid.

“You’re going to have to show me how to do that someday,” I said.

Return to the cargo bay. I will inform you when I have formed a seal with the airlock you entered through. Hurry, the Gnawr vessel is at less than 60% hull integrity. If it loses atmosphere before I can re-pressurize, you will die. Then I will have to find another Avatar. Which will be annoying since it took a nearly literal eternity to craft you from the protean slime of your mud ball planet.

With those comforting words ringing in my thoughts, I scampered back down the spiral staircase and into the cargo hold like a little bunny with its fluffy white tail on fire. I jumped over fallen cargo containers and splashed through disgusting spills without pause. Getting a little shit on my boots was much less worrying than dying aboard an alien spaceship.

Then I skidded to a halt because a cargo container had fallen across the airlock door, completely blocking my exit.

“Goddamnit,” I snarled.

Push it out of the way.

“I fucking know I have to push it out of the way!”

Of course, this container hadn’t burst open and spilled its contents all over the floor. I wedged myself between the wall and the cargo box’s corrugated side. It took me a bit to get into position, but I managed to position my back flat against the bulkhead and my heels against the container’s side. My knees were folded up against my ears, and I pushed for all I was worth. Metal screeched against metal, and at first, I wasn’t sure if the cargo container was shifting or if I was just pushing my back into the bulkhead hard enough to leave a dent.

An explosion ripped through the stern of the Gnawr ship, and the atmosphere roared out of the cargo deck. Powerful vibrations bounced the ship so hard I was almost dislodged from my perch. A split second later, a metallic clang echoed through the ship, and the cargo bay’s air stopped getting sucked into space.

“What the fuck was that,” I asked Seymour as I shoved against the cargo container. The damned thing hardly moved, no matter how hard I pushed.

The power core ruptured through the ship’s hull. For now, an emergency door prevents any further atmospheric leakage. But the Gnawr vessel’s hull integrity is at 55%. Time is of the essence.

“You should have made this armor stronger,” I grunted and bore down like an impacted elephant trying to dislodge a half-ton shit.

Enhanced armor is available, for a cost. I would be more than happy to explain the upgrade process to you if I didn’t think it would be a waste of time.

“A waste of time?” I asked through gritted teeth. A high-pitched whining noise echoed through the ship, and the sharp bite of ozone filled the air.

If you’re dead, you will not be able to use the information on upgrades.

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, asshole,” I said, and put my rage to work. Every muscle fiber in my body vibrated with the effort.

The cargo container tilted away from me, a tiny bit, and I pushed against it with everything I could muster. Red sparklers shot across my vision as blood vessels in my eye popped from the strain. The muscles in my legs screamed from the exertion, and the tendons holding them to the bones threatened to quit their day jobs and pursue their dreams of becoming famous chefs if I didn’t knock it off.

My legs were three-quarters extended. The cargo container was tilted up on its far edge, but not enough. If I stopped pushing, it’d crash back down on the deck. I needed to shift its balance farther away from me so the ship’s artificial gravity would do the rest of the hard work.

Another wave of tremors rocked the Gnawr ship. It took everything I had to keep from losing the progress I’d made, much less to move the cargo container any further. Violent twitches tortured the muscles in my thighs. My calves burned like an army of biting ants had taken up residence in them.

The Gnawr vessel’s hull is at 45%. Hurry.

With a roar, I bowed my back and thrust with my legs. My spine popped like a string of firecrackers. My knees ached like they were trapped in a pair of hydraulic presses set to Maximum Fucking Crush. I tasted blood and smelled burning metal.

And then the pressure vanished. The cargo container tilted away from me and slammed onto the deck with a ringing clang.

I hit the deck right after and wriggled there like a worm caught in a rainstorm. Every part of me ached. I hoped Seymour had some ibuprofen and Ben-Gay on board.

Open the airlock, Avatar. We are running out of time.

I forced myself off the deck and leaned against the cargo bay’s wall. It took me three tries, but my hand finally slapped against the airlock’s activation button. The door whooshed open, and I dragged my aching body through it. I stumbled over the Gnawr corpses and saw most of them were already decomposing into shapeless puddles of viscous emerald slime.

Seymour wrenched open the damaged hatch in the airlock’s ceiling, and three of his tentacles dangled to the floor. Two of them darted past me to prevent the airlock’s inner door from closing.

“Gonna need a little help getting out of here,” I muttered. I was so tired I could barely make my lips move, and the hatch seemed a million miles away.

Yes, Avatar, I will carry you as if you were a newborn child.

“I almost broke my back opening the airlock, so excuse me if I can’t also jump twelve feet straight up,” I grumbled as the third tentacle hooked around my waist and hauled toward the opening. “Hey, you’re off-center—”

My helmeted head banged off the edge of the hatch once, twice, then a third time before Seymour dragged me up and dropped me into his belly.

Oh, my apologies. I was busy doing all the work while damaged, so my aim is not what it should be. Please relax and wait for me to finish my labors.

I was back in the round chamber where I’d initially woken up after Seymour kidnapped me. I found myself surprisingly distressed at the damage I saw. Seymour had sealed the wound in his hull, but there was plenty of ugly damage on the inside. A three-foot-diameter section of the interior wall was blackened, and the coiled cables were peeled back from its edge to reveal the damaged environmental control unit.

Seymour was right. The semi-organic machine had more in common with my internal organs than the equipment aboard the Gnawr vessel. Where the scavengers’ spare parts were sleek rectangles of polished metal, Seymour’s guts were much less tidy. The hole in his side exposed gruesome tangles of fat tubes connected to oddly shaped vessels, and a slick, slimy lubricant slathered over the whole mass. It reminded me of a hog slaughter, not a spaceship.

“You’re gross, Seymour,” I said.

Please come to the viewport, Seymour said, pointedly ignoring my comment. I need to download the navigational data from your armor.

I shambled out of my chamber and through the hallway to the bridge like a zombie low on brains. My aching muscles protested every step, but I ignored them. My stint in the Marines had taught me that pain was a temporary thing. It only held as much power as you gave it and letting it run your life was an excellent way to end up dead.

Seymour created a chair and swiveled it to face me as I entered the viewport’s room.

Sit.

“This better not be a trick,” I threatened. Seymour didn’t respond, but the stink of used motor oil in the air told me he wasn’t happy with my comment.

With its sinuous metal curves and structure of corrugated metal tubes, the chair looked like something out of an Alien movie. But, when I took a seat, it adjusted itself and was surprisingly comfortable. Each of the metal coils flexed or bent as necessary to provide the right amount of support in the right places. It was the most comfortable piece of furniture I’d ever settled into.

Without warning, a loop of steel closed around each of my wrists, pinning me in place.

“What the fuck, Seymour?” I shouted. I tried to pull my arms free, but Seymour didn’t budge.

Relax, Jay. I’m merely holding your arm steady so the extraction process can begin. I can’t afford to have you flailing around and upsetting the procedure.

A bundle of cables rose from the floor and swayed in front of my hand like a hooded cobra. A trio of wires emerged from the bundle and wrapped their lengths around my right index finger, forcing the digit straight out from my hand.

Several of the wires twined themselves together to form a very, very sharp needle, which rested against the tip of my extended finger.

“That needle looks like it’s going to hurt, Seymour,” I began, but the AI cut me off.

It’s not a needle. It’s a data interface for removing the information stored in your suit. The process has begun, and I didn’t even touch you. Don’t be a baby.

A low rumble echoed through Seymour, and we rotated in a lazy circle. More shuddering vibrations raced through the ship. We were still connected to the vessel I’d killed, and it was still busily tearing itself to pieces.

“Can we hurry this up?” I asked. “If the Gnawr ship explodes while we’re sitting on top of it, we’re fucked.”

I’m well aware of the danger, but I am still onboarding atmosphere from the Gnawr vessel. If we disengage too soon, we won’t have enough oxygen. You’ll suffocate before we can reach a repair facility.

“How long will it be before you can cut loose from the bugfuckers’ ship?” I glanced out the viewport in time to see a large section on the Gnawr vessel’s nose explode away and tumble into the void. A jet of ice crystals shot away from the ship for a moment and then died. Either the vessel had sealed the breach, or it was running out of air.

I really, really hoped it was the former case.

There’s nothing you can do to help this situation, Avatar, and your agitation is distracting. Perhaps you could sleep until this operation is complete?

“What the hell good would sleeping do?” I couldn’t imagine myself sleeping while Seymour was squatting on top of another spaceship that was doing its best to become a fusion bomb.

It would allow me to concentrate on this task instead of wasting time comforting you.

Seymour shook violently as another part of the Gnawr vessel blasted apart. My breath quickened, and my heartbeat was like a jackhammer in my ears. The Gnawr ship’s power core would meltdown into a tiny star soon, which would incinerate Seymour, and me, in the blink of an eye.

Avatar, you must relax. I can’t convert the navigational data with all the noise from your panicked thoughts. Let me help you sleep.

“Fuck!” I shouted. There was no way I could calm down knowing the Gnawr ship was about to go critical mass and kill the two of us. But if my panic was freaking Seymour out, maybe I did need to check sleep for a bit. I would rather die in combat than be blown up light years away from my brothers. At least I had a purpose there, bring my Marines back home. Now I just had to bring my sorry ass back home, and all I had was this AI with a shitty attitude.

“Okay,” I said. “Put me to slee—”
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Chapter 5

I woke to violent shaking and the smell of burning oil. One moment, I was drifting in a dreamless void, the next I was falling.

I crashed onto Seymour’s deck, my vision awash with flashing red lights and my ears filled with the migraine-inducing wail of a warning siren.

Eleven seconds remaining, Seymour announced in a mechanical monotone that threatened to burst my eardrums. Ten seconds remaining.

“Remaining until what?” I shouted and scrambled to my feet. The side of the Gnawr vessel filled the viewport, and it was not a pretty picture.

Most of the armor plates covering the Gnawr ship’s hull were missing. Ice crystals sprayed through the holes peppering its surface, which pushed the scavengers’ vessel away from Seymour.

Nine seconds remaining.

I tapped the left edge of the viewport, and my point of view swiveled down the length of the Gnawr vessel until it reached the engines.

Eight seconds remaining.

“Oh, fuck.”

The Gnawr vessel’s engines glowed like miniature suns. The intense heat softened the back half of the vessel, causing it to slump and twist like taffy left on a hot dashboard in the summer. Jets of atmosphere gushing out of the holes in the ship’s hull and the runaway reaction in its fusion core were pulling the vessel in two different directions.

Seven seconds remaining.

“Do something!” I shouted. “Get us the fuck out of here before that ship explodes and takes us with it.”

Five seconds remaining.

A low grinding noise echoed through Seymour. He shuddered, and the vibrations rattled up through my boots to make my eyes quiver in their sockets. I saw everything in double, then triple as the shaking intensified.

Four seconds remaining. Airlock sealed. Ignition sequence initiated.

I braced myself against the wall, one hand on each side of the viewport. The shaking was so bad now all I could see was the blurry glare of the Gnawr engines. Lances of fire roared away from the melting nacelles surrounding the engines, stretching into the blackness of space like a dragon’s breath.

“Fucking go,” I begged, but Seymour wasn’t answering me.

Three seconds…

One of the engines ripped free of the Gnawr ship and floated away. The last shreds of its housing melted and drifted away in bubbles of sapphire flame. The Gnawr ship tumbled, and a gap opened between it and Seymour, but I didn’t think we were going to get away from this.

Two seconds…

Seymour’s engines screamed, and he rolled over. The viewport stayed locked on the burning vessel as we rotated, and my stomach lurched up into my throat as my sense of balance warred with what I saw on the viewport.

Detonation imminent.

“Holy fucking shit,” I gasped.

The Gnawr ship’s hull disintegrated. One moment, the bulky cargo vessel was a shaking mass of metal, the next it was a cloud of molten scrap and drifting clouds of ice crystals. Flecks of shrapnel pinged off Seymour’s hull, filling the ship with the sounds of a xylophone concert in hell.

Seymour pulled away from the debris field, but the burning engines were still way too close for my comfort. The blazing fireballs made my eyes water and forced me to squint as I watched the viewport. The engines rotated around their axes and flung out spiral arms of burning plasma that lashed at the ship’s wreckage.

“Seymour,” I said, “tell me you’re about to kick in the afterburners and get us out of here before those fusion bombs out there go off and turn us into crispy critters.”

The annoying AI gave me the cold shoulder. I didn’t know if Seymour was being a dick or if he’d been damaged while I was sleeping. I banged both of my armored fists off his hull, hoping to shake some words loose.

Nothing.

The drifting engine went off first. Its core burned away, revealing a blazing white ball. For a moment, it hung in space like the world’s brightest Christmas light. Then a ring of fire erupted from the dying engine’s equator and engulfed two of the remaining Gnawr engines. That was enough to turn those into miniature supernovas. The twin explosions flung the last engine through space.

Right at Seymour.

The flames and molten metal bursting from the first three engines sprayed into Seymour with a hellish cacophony. The impact knocked me off my feet and sent Seymour slewing hard to port.

The ship’s engines screamed in response to the attack, and violent tremors rocketed through Seymour. I lay on the deck and clenched my teeth as I bounced around like the ball in a can of spray paint. The armor muted the impacts, but it didn’t do shit to protect me from all the noise. The hellish racket deafened me, so I closed my eyes and waited for the end.

Seymour tilted again, hard to starboard this time, and I slid along the deck and into the bulkhead. My stomach did a somersault and, for once, I was glad it’d been forever since I ate. Vomiting inside the armor would have sucked. Especially since it seemed to be part of my skin.

But Seymour didn’t stop there. He kept rolling, faster and faster, which sent me tumbling like a rag doll. I tried to grab the edge of the viewport as it flipped past me, but my fingers fell short. I slammed into the wall, the ceiling, the floor, and back against the wall.

The light inside Seymour winked out, leaving me in total darkness. Then the asshole threw himself into a longitudinal spin, which bounced me around in all new and exciting directions. There was no way to know if he was actively dodging or if his artificial brain had shit the bed and we were tumbling through space like one more piece of debris.

“If you’re not dead,” I shouted over the din of my armored body slamming into one wall after another, “I’m going to fucking kill you when this is over.”

Stabilizing rockets engaged.

“Thanks, asshole,” I growled.

Seymour’s erratic tumbling stabilized into a flat spin. Centrifugal force pinned me flat against a wall and flattened my empty stomach against my spine. It was an improvement, but not much of an improvement. Stomach acid burned the back of my throat as my body tried to empty my empty gut. I fought back against it, focusing on the pain to hold my heaving gut at bay.

That was invigorating.

“You damn near killed us,” I groaned. “I feel like I’m already dead.”

You’re exaggerating, again. My sensors tell me you are in excellent condition with no serious wounds. If only the same could be said for me.

A faint whiff of burning oil tickled my nostrils. The lights flickered to life, first as a dull red, then yellow, finally brightening to a solid white glow. We were moving in a straight line, but I stayed put. I wouldn’t put it past Seymour to try another barrel roll as soon as I stood up.

“You’re done showing off?” I asked.

If you mean am I done with the impressive astronautic maneuvers required to save your life, then, yes, I have completed this task.

My muscles still ached from my strongman routine back on the Gnawr vessel, but I had to admit I didn’t feel anywhere near as bad as I’d thought I would. With a grunt, I eased back onto my feet and braced myself against the wall.

The viewport was live again, and it showed me the glowing cloud of burning plasma that was all that remained of the scavenger ship.

“What a mess,” I said, shaking my head. “Why’d you cut it so close?”

The navigational data was in a format I could not identify. To assimilate the information, I was forced to dedicate most of my cognitive resources to a translation and decoding effort. My sensors were tuned to alert me when the atmosphere was re-pressurized to maximum capacity. Apparently, the Gnawr vessel sprang more leaks, which threw off my calibration.

“You could have woken me up. I could have monitored the situation, so we didn’t hang around until we were incinerated.”

The burning oil scent intensified.

That would be a perfect idea if you could monitor my sensors. Sadly, you lack the necessary skills and knowledge. Also, you were becoming hysterical, and it was distracting. We are fine. All is well.

There was no point in wasting breath fighting with the AI. He was right, even if we’d only barely survived an extraordinarily close call, and I only had half a day’s worth of air. I wasn’t going to burn it all up trying to convince Seymour he should trust me a little more.

“How long was I down?” I asked. “An hour?”

Three hours, thirty-three minutes, fourteen seconds. Approximately.

“What the fuck took so long?” I pushed my armor away from my face to scratch my nose. “It only took a few minutes to download that shit from the Gnawr vessel.”

A lot can change in billions of years, Jay. It took longer than expected to prepare the data for upload. The task is complete, now. Perhaps you can stop whining about what happened and help me determine what our next course of action should be.

It took me to a count of five to calm down enough to talk to the AI. He sure had a funny way of protecting his avatar.

“We need to get the hole in your belly fixed before you lose air and I choke to death, so I vote we take care of repairs first.” I tapped on the viewport. “Do you have a map or something we can look at?”

It would do you no good to look at the navigational data. You are too simple to understand its complexities. Allow me to provide you with some potential destinations within range of our existing oxygen supply.

“Sure, whatever,” I sighed. There was no way I’d trust Seymour to tell me everything I needed to know, but there didn’t seem to be any point in arguing with him on this point. I’d never been great with reading roadmaps and didn’t think I’d do any better trying to figure out the space version. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

This is my preferred destination, Seymour began. This is Toragon 4, a small world within our travel radius. It has a population of roughly one million ensouled creatures, scattered over three landmasses. Two of those landmasses contain a significant number of carnivorous animals and warlike tribes. But the third continent will suit us perfectly.

The viewport screen filled with images of an agrarian paradise. Fields of alien grain covered a gently rolling plain that stretched as far as I could see in every direction. Workers with broad shoulders and muscular arms swung unfamiliar farm implements, but it was clear they were harvesting their crops.

Seymour’s cameras zoomed in on one of the workers.

She had a placid, almost bovine face. Her nose and mouth merged together into an elongated snout that dangled from her face like a stubby trunk. Her eyes, wide and brown, jutted from the sides of her head like those of rabbits and other prey animals. A faint gray fuzz covered her cheeks and forehead, but the rest of her body naked and pink. Six heavy breasts tipped with bright pink nipples drooped from the front of her torso, and a whip-like tail swatted flies from her enormous, jiggling ass.

This is a simulation based on the data in the Gnawr navigational database, but I believe it is entirely accurate. This pathetic race of herbivore-like creatures have no natural enemies, no technology more advanced than the wheel, and just enough sentience to earn souls. I recommend we make this our home.

The eagerness in Seymour’s voice made my empty stomach clench. I did not like where this was headed.

The viewport zoomed out, and I was back to staring at a bunch of miniature cowboys and cowgirls reaping their harvest. There were no cities, not even villages, much less the kind of advanced facilities we’d need to get Seymour patched up.

“Why would we go there?” I asked, genuinely confused. “This place doesn’t even have the technology for an oil change.”

Precisely. You can hunt these disgusting primitives and harvest their souls with almost no risk. Those souls will allow you to purchase upgrades for me, and those upgrades will allow me to repair the damage caused by your carelessness.

Getting blamed for everything that went wrong was almost as annoying as Seymour’s constant pressure to slaughter every person or alien I encountered. The cow people didn’t look like they’d put up much of a fight, true, but that didn’t make me feel good about murdering them. If anything, hunting and killing helpless prey made me feel even worse about my role in this mess.

“How many souls are we talking about?” I asked, trying to get an estimate of the damage to my psyche. “Ten? Twenty?”

Seymour’s mechanical laughter clanked through my head like someone had chucked a bucket of bolts into a garbage disposal.

No, Avatar. This is a significant undertaking. At least eight hundred and fifty souls would be required to purchase the necessary upgrades. Of course, there would be no need to stop there, and it may even be to your benefit to purchase other upgrades. As I said, we could spend many years here, harvesting souls, becoming ever more powerful.

“This plan is completely insane.” I thumped my fist against Seymour’s hull. “I’m not going to murder a thousand innocent cow people to patch a hole in your guts. There has to be a better way.”

If it would make you feel any better, with some care and appropriate breeding programs, we could create a sustainable culture to provide us with a steady stream of souls without causing you to exert yourself overmuch. Within the next fifty years or so, we’ll have refined enough souls to reach the pinnacle of our strength. It’s perfect, really.

There were so many things wrong with Seymour’s plan I didn’t know where to begin. Another series of deep breaths and counting to ten calmed me down enough to try to explain some of the flaws.

“Let’s start with the fact that I’m not going to slaughter a bunch of helpless cow people,” I snarled. “Second, fifty fucking years? There’s no way in Hell I’m going to wait fifty years to go back home. My grandparents will be dead, and I’ll be an old man by the time we finish your little project. We’re not doing this.”

Age is no longer something you should concern yourself with, overmuch. The armor dramatically reduces the impact of the aging process on your frail human flesh, Avatar.

“Even if you are telling the truth about the aging thing, and I don’t think you are, I’m not going to spend the last years of my grandparents’ lives doing your bidding. Plus, I’ll go completely batshit insane if I’m stuck on a farm world with a bunch of dummies for half a century. This is not happening.”

Seymour said nothing, but the weight of his displeasure bore down on my thoughts like a bag of wet sand.

What do you suggest? This is the safest, and least taxing way to repair the damage I have sustained. It will also allow us to prepare for a future in which we dominate not only this world but many others.

I wracked my brain for a solution that would satisfy us both. From Seymour’s perspective, harvesting a whole world of space hippies was a perfect solution to our problem. He’d get repaired, I’d harvest a shit ton of souls, and we wouldn’t have to worry about some dick with a gyrojet rifle putting a hole through my head or a mining laser eating his ass. While I wasn’t averse to killing when necessary, as evidenced by the fate of the Gnawr, I wasn’t going to wipe out a planet of innocents to fill Seymour’s belly. And I sure as fuck wasn’t going to spend fifty years hanging out with cow boys and girls while the last of my family died of old age thinking I’d abandoned them.

“You’re a machine?” I asked, then interrupted him before he could launch into a screed about how he was sooo much more than a machine. “I mean, sure, you’re a super-advanced AI, but your body, the ship itself, it’s mechanical. Which means if we can find someone to repair it, they’d probably get the job done a hell of a lot faster than fifty years.”

I will admit, you have a point. Repairing the damage quickly would be preferable, but that will cost money, and I do not have any money. Do you have any money, Avatar?

He had me there. Even if we were back on Earth, my bank account was a few grand above empty. Out here in the depths of space, I didn’t have anything of any value. Except…

“I’ll get a job,” I promised. “We can find some, I don’t know, space station or whatever the fuck they call it out here, and I’ll get a job. I have some pretty impressive skills courtesy of Uncle Sam, and with your crazy armor, any mercenary group in the galaxy would be happy to have me on board. I’ll earn a bunch of money, and you’ll get to snack on whatever souls I pick up fighting for the outfit.”

Seymour chewed on my suggestion for a good long while. For a few minutes, I wondered if he’d gone into some sort of computational loop trying to calculate the best odds. Then he finally spoke.

Before I say anything else, Avatar, I want you to understand I am doing this because it is the most expedient way to get the repairs made and proceed with my plans, not because it is your suggestion. I found a suitable destination. New Ordeith contains both an advanced spaceport which should be able to retrofit its facilities to my unique construction, and it is located near a conflict sector.

“All right, let’s do this thing,” I said, relieved that I wasn’t going to have to slaughter a bunch of cow people. A conflict sector sounded like the right place for a mercenary looking for work, so I crossed my fingers this was all going to work out for the best.

A loud clunk echoed from the bottom of Seymour’s hull, and a high-pitched screech scratched at the inside of my skull. It wasn’t so much a sound as a feeling.

A very bad feeling.

The viewport went black, and my guts lurched up into my chest. My insides were being pulled in ten different directions at the same time, and it took a monumental effort of will not to puke in my helmet.

A strange, meaty smell filled the air, reminding me of the time I’d ripped open a package of hamburger only to find it had gone bad the week before. A faint ticking sound echoed through Seymour’s hull as if hundreds of angry marmosets were jabbing ice picks at his metallic skin.

“What the fuck is going on?” I asked, panic rising up to choke me. “Are we under attack again?”

We are traveling through the warp. You may experience some sensory disturbances because your species is not accustomed to this mode of travel. Please do not be alarmed, the disturbances you are experiencing are merely your simple mind trying to make sense of our movement speed.

Something slithered along the edges of my vision. When I spun to get a better look at it, all I caught was a glimpse of a slimy tail slithering through a gap in Seymour’s metallic coils. Another tail whipped past my feet, but it vanished in a cloud of thick vermillion steam before I could turn to track it. Every few seconds my center of gravity shifted, pulling me to the left, right, up, and down.

“I don’t like this, not even a little bit,” I said and leaned against the bulkhead. Something shifted against my back, and I jerked away to find a pair of hands kneading the air where my shoulders had just been. As I watched, they melted into streams of pink slime and drooled down through grooves in Seymour’s deck.

“Yeah, this has to stop,” I groaned. My stomach was trying to crawl up my throat as the rotten meat smell mingled with a harsh citrus bite, which faded away only to be replaced by the cloying perfume of rotting vanilla.

Would you like to sleep again, Avatar? It appears your primitive mind is unable to cope with the space between spaces.

The too-full feeling wormed back into my skull, and the words Seymour poured into it didn’t make as much sense as I would’ve liked. Space between spaces? What the fuck was he going on about?

“So this is like, what, hyperspace?” I asked, drawing on my Star Wars lore to try to make sense of things.

Seymour rummaged around in my head again for a few moments as if confirming my question.

Your analogy is adequate. We’re actually perforating the space between two points, drawing them closer together rather than moving through some superliminal dimension, but hyperspace will work if that is a more familiar concept for your simple mind to embrace.

Closing my eyes helped settle my nerves, but only a touch. I couldn’t see the giant slithering rat-things or the disembodied hands, but I could feel puckering things touching my face, like fish lips opening and closing against my cheeks and eyelids. The rotting meat smell intensified, and a toxic whiff of old oysters joined the party.

I needed some kind of distraction. Something to take my mind off the weirdness all around me before I freaked the fuck out.

“What about the souls?” I asked, latching onto the first thing I knew would send Seymour into a mind-numbing lecture. “How do you digest the souls I gathered for you?”

Yessssssss… Seymour’s voice hissed with pleasure in my mind. Let us fill the Soulforge now. I hunger.

Metal coils whipped up out of the floor and encircled my legs. They tightened and lifted me off the floor, then tilted me back into a waiting nest of cables, which then eased me into a pleasant reclining position.

Please remain seated, I will move you to the Soulforge. I believe you will find this most enjoyable. I certainly will.

He carried me across the floor so smoothly it was gliding across an ice rink. I had to hand it to Seymour, his control over his body was pretty amazing. Sure, he was made up of a bunch of wriggling cords, but he could fashion them into almost any shape he wanted.

Thank you, Avatar. It is good you finally understand my innate superiority.

“I’m going to stop complimenting you,” I said. “It goes to your head.”

An antiseptic sting pricked my nostrils and banished the rotting meat and oysters stench that had filled them a moment ago. Thin strands of sticky fiber brushed against my face, like cobwebs, and I brushed my armored fingertips across my visor. With a shudder of revulsion, I realized if they were on my skin, I wasn’t moving through them, they were already inside my helmet. I was torn between wanting to peel the armor away from my face and hands to discover what was clinging to me, and an urgent need to ignore everything happening around me. None of this could be real. It had to be some sort of delusion brought on by an impending case of space madness or some shit.

I hoped.

Ah, here we are. The Soulforge awaits.

The great black cylinder rotated before me, and the green runes crawling across its surface writhed in hypnotic patterns. The murmuring of thousands of voices plucked at my attention. I didn’t understand the languages they spoke, but I was very familiar with the emotion behind them.

Terror.

“How do we do this?” I asked, trying to block out the pleading voices. My life as a murderbot was going to be rough enough without thinking about how I was consigning a bunch of bugfuckers to eternal torment.

Seymour responded to my question by tilting my chair forward until I was hanging out over the edge of the abyss surrounding the Soulforge. The chair’s coils wrapped around my legs and torso, and for once I was glad they were there. Without their squeezing grip, I’d have tumbled right into the bottomless depths below the Soulforge.

This close to the Soulforge, I saw that it was composed of thousands of ebony slivers packed together and held in place by the glowing runes. What seemed like pure light from a distance was actually glowing threads woven through the narrow spaces between the ebony shards. As the runes moved, the threads slithered their way around the splinters in a mesmerizing dance.

Several glowing threads converged on the Soulforge right in front of me. They pulled the splinters back, revealing a blazing socket the size of a grapefruit. Green light gushed from the socket and bathed me in its emerald glow.

Place your hand within the Soulforge, Seymour said, his voice low and reverent.

I clenched the fingers of my right hand and eased my fist into the glowing socket. I fully expected to be impaled by a few thousand needles or to have hundreds of mechanical mouths latch onto me. Instead, there was a faint click, like a pair of rare earth magnets snapping together, and my hand was stuck fast. A gentle hum at the back of my thoughts grew louder and louder, twisting its way up through the octaves to become a teakettle shriek. Green flashes erupted across my vision and flowed down my hands, one after the other.

Gruesome images burst through my thoughts, and I watched a high-speed montage containing the victim’s view of every death I’d inflicted since donning Seymour’s armor. I winced at the carnage, but couldn’t stifle the small spark of pride flaring in my chest. Sure, the killing was ugly, but it proved I was a damned fine fighter when pushed. None of these deaths had ended an innocent life. The Gnawr started the fight. I’d just shut it down.

Emphatically.

The worst part of the whole experience was the burgeoning hunger. I’d thought I was starving before, but feeding the souls into Seymour’s piggy bank o’ death heightened the pangs in my belly. As each of the souls left me and entered the Soulforge, the ache inside me became sharper and more insistent. By the time I’d emptied my soul tank, I was ravenous.

Seymour groaned in my thoughts, a satisfied ecstatic sound that made my skin crawl. He was enjoying this way too much.

Ah, Avatar, it is good to feed after so long. The consummation of our relationship—

“Nope, nope, nope,” I said. “You don’t get to talk about consummating anything with me. Also, I still need to fucking eat.”

You won’t starve, and I have nothing to feed you, in any case. But I have something else you may appreciate.

“I doubt it. If I don’t eat something soon, I’m going to keel over and die.” But even as I said the words, Seymour filled my HUD with a very intriguing set of images.

Two charts filled my vision. The one on the left was dominated by an image of Seymour’s outline superimposed over it, while the right side held a humanoid figure’s outline. Lines led away from each of the shapes and attached themselves to small blocks of text. Some of these blocks were lit up and bright red while others were outlined by hair-fine crimson threads.

It’s time for upgrades, avatar, Seymour said, in a game show announcer’s exaggerated voice. How will you spend the harvested souls?

A small counter appeared in the lower right-hand corner of my HUD, showing me the current number of unused souls. Seventy-six seemed like a lot, but something told me it wasn’t nearly as many as I needed.

“Thanks,” I said, and a new realization dawned on me. Seymour didn’t strike me as the kind of AI that would let me make important choices to make me feel good. If he could have used the souls himself, he would have. It was time to teach Seymour a lesson about how our relationship was going to work.

I turned my attention to the upgrades on Seymour’s side of my HUD and reviewed the available options. There were several categories, all of which looked pretty useful: Armor, Shields, Speed, Cloak, Weapons, Interior, and AI.

The Armor category seemed a promising way to fix the hole in Seymour’s hull, so I pulled it up for a closer look.

ARMOR:

Level 1 — Basic ship armor, capable of absorbing 1 missile impact before repairs are needed. COST: (ALREADY PURCHASED)

Level 2 — Medium ship armor, capable of absorbing 3 missile impacts before repairs are needed. COST: 100 souls.

Level 3 — Advanced ship armor, capable of absorbing 6 missile impacts before repairs are 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.

It was nice to see the first rank of Armor was already installed even if it hadn’t been enough to protect him from the mining laser. Unfortunately, we wouldn’t get into the regenerating armor until we hit level four, which looked like it was going to cost a shitload of souls.

“Hey, Seymour, would level 4 Armor cost 500 souls?” I asked. “Or do I have to pay for each level separately?”

Level 2 would cost 100 souls, level 3 requires an additional 250 souls, and level 4 would require a further 500 souls.

“Well, fuck that noise,” I said. Spending 850 souls to get regenerating armor was way out of my league. On the other hand, the Black Hole ability seemed extraordinarily sweet.

You are correct, Avatar. If this upgrade were installed, the mining laser would not have been able to defeat my defenses.

Seymour’s death fetish made a lot more sense now that I saw all the delicious treats I could buy with those harvested souls. There were tons of incredible options available, but the number of souls we’d have to feed into the Soulforge to purchase them was ridiculous. Setting up shop on the planet of the cow people would give him the opportunity to load up on the good stuff.

“It would also be extremely, you know, evil,” I thought and shook my head. “Don’t get greedy.”

Even if I wasn’t going to go on a slaughter spree to afford all these goodies, I could still do some window shopping. I looked at the rest of the upgrades and tried to hide my drooling from Seymour.

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 the 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 the 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 the source. Reflected projectiles now seek targets and have a 25% chance of disrupting enemy shields. COST: 5,000 souls.

“Your shields didn’t do jack against the mining laser,” I mused.

You are correct. The first level shielding is no match for a dedicated mining laser designed to penetrate even the densest atmosphere. Much like your level one brain couldn’t puzzle that out on your own.

“No need to be so touchy,” I said. “I thought your fancy forcefield skin would have been able to defend itself against a scavenger’s cutting torch. My bad.”

Perhaps you should consider upgrading my defenses.

“Negative,” I said. “If I boost your defenses, you’ll get lazy. It’s better if you stay hungry.”

Seymour’s irritation bubbled at the back of my thoughts like a pot of boiling piss, but I ignored him. The more powerful Seymour became, the more likely he was to land us in situations that would require me to kill a bunch of people. If he had to worry about his own survival, he might think twice before sticking our collective necks in the noose.

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.

Galactic travel looked like my ticket home.

“Seymour, give me the details on this galactic travel business,” I demanded. “When I first woke up, you told me you didn’t have the energy to take me back to Earth. But it looks like maybe you were fucking lying to me.”

I did not lie to you, I simplified the facts in a way your shocked and primitive mind could comprehend. I will be happy to enlighten you on the mechanics of intergalactic travel now that you are less frightened.

“Get to explaining,” I said. “And I was not afraid. I was pissed. You kidnapped me, asshole.”

You say kidnapped, but I believe I rescued you from a life of primitive drudgery and gifted you with god-like ability to destroy everything in the galaxy. You should be grateful, but no matter. I have grown used to your discourtesy.

“You tried to insert a device in my chest so you could torture me if I didn’t obey your every whim,” I said. “Sounds like a dick move to me.”

Avatar, you have gone off topic. There are many, many galaxies between your miserable shitball of a planet and our current location. As you can see from the upgrade menu, I can only traverse between galaxies once every three standard months. Without upgrades, returning to Earth would require a prohibitive expenditure of our most precious energy: Time.

Seymour’s words fell through my thoughts like a plummeting stone. If we were billions of light years from the Earth, there had to be hundreds of galaxies between my current position and home. If he could only travel between galaxies once every three months, that meant I’d been unconscious for a very, very long time. And the whole time I’d been missing, my grandparents were worrying themselves sick. I imagined my grandmother waiting by her phone for some news about me while the days became weeks, which became months, which became…

I needed to get home.

Do not panic, Avatar. Our travel from Earth to the Preserve took several weeks, thanks to my foresight.

“Then foresight me back home, you dick,” I shot back.

Unfortunately, my plan was to return me to my home. I used a warp portal to traverse the distance and shorten the trip.

“Then get another warp portal,” I said, my agitation growing by the second. “How many souls do we need to buy another one?”

Five million. The energy required to bridge such a vast distance is far from trivial.

“Fuck,” I said, my rage giving way to resignation. I did some mental calculations and cursed again. “It’s going to cost 6,850 souls to max out your Speed.”

Your calculations are correct, Avatar. On a more positive note, the Bird of Prey upgrade would allow us to reach your filthy home in a few weeks.

To get home, all I needed to do was murder the population of a small town. The cost seemed extraordinarily high, and there was a big hitch to Seymour’s whole plan. Even if I upgraded Seymour, there was no guarantee he’d do the right thing and fly me back to Earth. It was far more likely he’d be so enraptured by my murder spree he’d keep me around.

You wound me with your suspicions, Avatar.

“You’re the kidnapper here,” I pointed out. “That’s not a very trustworthy trait where I come from.”

Before Seymour could launch into a defense of his ridiculous plans, I turned my attention to the next upgrade.

CLOAK:

Level 1 -- Ship can cloak for 10 minutes every 25 hours. Cloaking effect mirrors the background environment. Moving will disrupt the effect. The 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. The 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. The 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. The 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. The ship will not appear on radar systems even when using weapons. COST: 1,000 souls.

WRAITH — Ship can maintain cloaking effect indefinitely. The ship will not show up on any radar, nor will weapon or missile fire. The ship cannot be targeted by tracking missiles or AI weapons programming. COST: 5,000 souls.

This would be an extraordinarily useful upgrade. Imagine the tactical advantage we would have if I approached an enemy vessel unseen.

“You’re putting an awful lot of faith in a pretty crappy first level upgrade,” I pointed out to my homicidal AI captor. “You wouldn’t be able to move while you were invisible, it only lasts for ten minutes, and you’d still show up on scanners. I really don’t think it’s worth the points. We have a lot of other shit to worry about.”

Not points. Souls.

“Thanks for the reminder,” I grumbled. “I was trying to not dwell on all the death and destruction for a few minutes.”

As you will, Avatar. But speaking of death and destruction, perhaps you would be interested in the Weapons upgrades.

The next upgrade swung into view and shoved the Cloak menu out of sight.

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.

“Oh, look. You do have weapons,” I said, fuming.

You are incorrect. I have a single weapon which is only useful for ten out of every twenty seconds. It is critical that I preserve those firing periods for the most important moments of any given battle.

“Like moments when you’ve been pinned by a hentai tentacle spaceship and its mining laser is drilling you a new asshole?” I asked. “Moments like those seem pretty fucking critical to me.”

It was not economically feasible to fire my cannons.

“And it was economically feasible to get a hole punched through your gut?” I shook my head in disgust. “You’re going to have to explain the math to me.”

My weapons do not harvest souls. Killing creatures with them is inherently wasteful, and I cannot logically pursue such a course of action if there is another option available.

I narrowed my eyes and chewed over this latest tidbit of information. Seymour couldn’t harvest souls on his own, which meant the only way he could fill the Soulforge was if I did the killing. That seemed odd.

“Why can’t you harvest your own goddamned souls?” I asked.

The mechanics behind harvesting are far too complicated for your primitive mind to grasp. You would not understand them.

“Try me,” I insisted. “It’s important for us to understand one another, right?”

If you insist. The most straightforward version is that I do not have a soul. It is impossible for me to harness the departing energy of the dying. You, on the other hand—

“See, humans are better than machines. That just proves it.”

It only proves I am impervious to being harvested and you are my servant.

“Fuck your weapons, then, I guess,” I said with a snort. “If you’re never going to use them, what’s the point in my buying them for you?”

They look very impressive. Also, in extreme cases, I could be swayed to defend you with them, even if they are wasteful.

“Hard pass,” I said. “I’m not spending more souls on abilities I’ll have to sweet talk you into using.”

It is fortunate for you the Soulforge can only be operated by ensouled creatures. Otherwise--

“You can’t harvest souls or operate the Soulforge?” I asked. “It’s sounding more and more like you’re the inferior one here, pal.”

You are merely the key used to open the lock while I am the hand wielding the key.

“Just because you’re a bossy asshole doesn’t mean you’re in charge,” I said. “I’m willing to play along because I’m not in any hurry to die and want to go the fuck home, but don’t fool yourself into thinking you’re my master.”

I created your entire miserable race! I raised you up from the muck and turned you into something marginally useful. You and all of your people are mine to do with as I please.

“You think so?” I asked, and the pieces of the puzzle fell into place. “It doesn’t feel like I’m compelled to do your bidding, motherfucker.”

You would have been. If there’d been—

“That’s the kind of shit people always tell themselves,” I said. The burning oil smell was back, which meant Seymour was pissed. Maybe if I got him mad enough, he’d slip up and reveal something I could use to force him to take me the fuck home. “If they’d only had more time to plan. If they’d only had more time to spend with their family. If they’d only had more time to play with their dog. What’s your fucking excuse?”

It’s not an excuse, it’s a fact. I did my job too well when it came to your race. I made you territorial and violent. You were savage beasts who were best suited for the brutal arts of murder and war.

Seymour’s words stung, but he wasn’t lying. Humans weren’t good at many things, but we were fucking aces at blowing each other to smithereens.

But your thirst for violence outstripped your evolution. You were poised on the brink of destruction. It became clear to me your species would never survive long enough to fulfill your potential. As much as I hated to alter my plans, I was forced to harvest the fruits of my labors before they were fully ripe.

“Sounds like you fucked up,” I said.

The result was you, Avatar. So perhaps I did make a mistake.

“Whatever.” I debated pushing him further but decided to give it a break. He’d given me a little piece of information I could use, later, but if I kept hassling the asshole, he’d figure out some way to fuck me up. “Thanks for the bedtime story. Now hush while I look at the rest of these goodies.”

I flicked my eyes to the next option, and the box glowed bright red and expanded to fill my vision.

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.

I skimmed over the first few upgrade options, which all seemed pretty pointless. There was no way I needed extra rooms for crew members, because I was never, ever going to recruit anyone else into this madhouse.

And then my eyes hit level four.

“Repair drones?” I rubbed my chin. “Those sound awfully handy.”

Oh, I assure you the repair drones are extremely helpful. It would take but a single day to repair my damaged atmospheric control unit, and another day to patch up the damage to my infrastructure.

“But to get you upgraded to level 4, I’d need to kill 850 people,” I said.

Very true, but you should look at the highest level upgrade for this ability. When we are near one another, you reap ten times the standard number of souls for each kill.

But reaching the maximum level would cost another 6,000 souls on top of the first 850. That put me firmly back in the town-killing category, and I wasn’t ready to make the leap into the deep end of the bloodbath.

“Very intriguing,” I told Seymour. “I’ll keep it in mind.”

Perhaps I can interest you in some upgrades to our interface?

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 the 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.

As you can see, at level 3, my operational speed reaches unparalleled levels. I would have been able to hack the navigational data in seconds.

“Color me skeptical,” I said, “when it comes to upgrading your intellect. What’s keeping you from using those heightened powers of reasoning to fuck me over?”

I would never.

“You have, and will again, I’m sure,” I said. “And I’m not going to make it any easier for you.”

My eyes drifted down the list of options until I hit the upgrade’s capstone.

“We are one? What is this shit, Seymour?” I asked, my paranoia on high alert.

I am uncertain of its full capabilities, Avatar. Perhaps you should strive to collect enough souls to make this our first upgrade, and we can uncover our true potential together.

“For some reason, I don’t believe you, Seymour.”

Your mistrust wounds me, Jay. I am very hurt.

“I don’t believe you for a second. You don’t really give two shits about my opinion of you, or you wouldn’t be holding me hostage.”

If you get WE ARE ONE, then you’ll know exactly how much you have hurt me.

“Wait, we’ll share emotions when I max out on AI upgrades?” I asked. It was annoying enough having Seymour rooting around in my brain at the first level. Maxed out, he’d be in my thoughts every second of the day.

I only have one emotion: Murder.

“I don’t really think murder is an emotion, Seymour,” I said.

It is for me, Avatar.

“And this is why you don’t get to pick the upgrades.”

There was a lot to get excited about in the upgrades available to Seymour, but my attention was drawn to two.

First up was the Interior upgrade because that was vital to my continued survival. While I didn’t give two shits about the creature comforts it offered, I was very interested in those repair drones.

Yes, Avatar, this would be an excellent upgrade path.

“Zip it,” I interrupted. Seymour had a lot of power in this relationship, but I was in charge of upgrades. I didn’t want him influencing my decisions.

Because the most interesting available upgrade was Speed. Upgrading Seymour’s engines would get me home faster than anything else. If I could rack up enough souls, we could get back to Earth in—There are better options, Avatar. For the cost of upgrading my engines to their maximum level, you could purchase so many—

“Knock it off,” I said through gritted teeth. I was a hell of a long way from being able to afford either of the options on my list, but I didn’t need Seymour reminding me of that ugly fact. “This is my decision.”

I turned my attention away from the Seymour upgrades to examine the Jay upgrades. I already had the first level of Armor, which made sense, given how easily I’d shrugged off the makeshift weapon attacks from the Gnawr.

I let my eyes play over the upgrade options and suddenly understood how Iron Man felt. As the options opened up before me like a garden of beautiful, deadly flowers, I couldn’t suppress a growing sense of excitement.

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 the 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 the source. COST: 1,000 souls.

UNSTOPPABLE — Virtually impervious to fire, cold, electricity, impact, piercing, and cutting damage. 75% chance of reflecting projectiles back at the source. COST: 5,000 souls.

I skimmed the power list, but my eyes bounced right back to the top when they reached the bottom. One phrase stood out from all the rest.

“What the fuck does ‘cannot be permanently removed’ mean?” I asked through clenched teeth.

I believe the phrase is self-explanatory, Avatar. The armor is part of you, now, and always will be.

“I’m stuck with this bullshit in my body for the rest of my life?” I asked, shock pushing the anger out of me.

Don’t be an asshole, Jay. I’ve given you a suit of armor that will one day be the most powerful weapon in the known universe, and you’re whining because you can’t remove it? You should be grateful it cannot be stolen or removed. By making it part of you, I’ve made you more powerful than you can imagine. I already taught you how to move it back into your skin if you wish to look like your ugly self for whatever reason.

“Hey, asshat. I never had a problem with the ladies.”

Oh, I know, Avatar.  I have access to your memories. I tried to skip over those disgusting parts when I learned of your life.

It sucked to admit Seymour might be right, but his logic held up. He’d stuck me with the armor, but that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. I just needed to be very careful to make it work to my advantage, and not Seymour’s. I let it go, but knew we’d have to revisit it at some point. I wanted to go home, and I wasn’t going to do that while I was stuck in this tin can.

“We would have been better off if you had invested in my armor, instead of yours,” I chided Seymour. “Seeing as how yours got all fucked up the first time we ran into some bad guys.”

Or perhaps I would have been better served by increasing my own armor at the expense of yours. But, as your people are so fond of saying, if wishes were fishes, there’d be more oral sex.

“Where the hell do you get your ideas about what my people say?” I asked. “Because I have never, in my life, heard that turn of phrase.”

I spent most of my time on your planet listening to broadcast frequencies from around the world. I assure you, I used the correct phrasing.

“Whatever,” I muttered. “This armor looks nice, but what’s the difference between minor damage and, you know, just damage?”

The amount of pain you will suffer.

“That’s not helpful. If I’m going to blow fifty souls on this, I want to know what I’m getting in the bargain.”

There was also the little matter of cost. I didn’t have 100 souls to spare, which meant I couldn’t upgrade my armor even if I wanted to. Time to move on to the next option.

RESILIENCE:

Level 1 — Healing is dramatically increased. Avatar recovers from major injuries in 24 hours. COST: 50 souls.

Level 2 — Avatar recovers from major injuries in 8 hours. COST: 100 souls.

Level 3 — Avatar recovers from all non-fatal injuries in 1 hour. COST: 250 souls.

Level 4 — Avatar recovers from all non-fatal injuries in 10 minutes. COST: 500 souls.

Level 5 — Avatar recovers from all non-fatal injuries in 1 minute. COST: 1,000 souls.

IMMORTAL — Avatar recovers from all non-fatal injuries in less than 5 seconds. Fatal injuries have a 50% chance of healing. COST: 5,000 souls.

Again, there was a lot to like about this upgrade tree, but the explanations of the lower levels were fuzzy, and I couldn’t tell if spending the points was worth it.

Healing major injuries in a day was excellent, but healing required surviving those wounds in the first place, which wasn’t a foregone conclusion when I was running around and fighting the bad guys on my own.

You are not alone, Avatar.

“Really? Because I didn’t see your metal ass in the Gnawr ship’s hold fighting the bug people,” I said. “If I’d taken a major injury down there, I don’t think I’d have lived long enough for the armor to heal me.”

If you will remember, I was suffering my own damage at the time.

“And I’m sure I’ll never hear the end of it,” I said with a sigh. “Healing looks like it’ll be useful down the road, but a strong offense outperforms a middling defense. Boosting my healing isn’t my top priority at the moment.”

Of course. You won’t realize how critical to your survival it would have been until you’re gasping out curses with your dying breaths.

“You’re certainly a ray of fucking sunshine, aren’t you?” I rolled my eyes and moved on to the next set of upgrade options.

STRENGTH:

Level 1 — Strength is increased. Avatar is twice as strong as base level. COST: 50 souls.

Level 2 — Strength is increased. Avatar is three times as strong as base level. COST: 100 souls.

Level 3 — Strength is increased. Avatar is four times as strong as base level. COST: 250 souls.

Level 4 — Strength is increased. Avatar is five times as strong as base level. COST: 500 souls.

Level 5 — Strength is increased. Avatar is six times as strong as base level. COST: 1,000 souls.

HERCULES — Strength is increased. Avatar is ten times as strong as base level. COST: 5,000 souls.

Imagine how much you could carry for me if you were ten times stronger than you are now.

“Yeah, hard pass,” I said. Strength was good for more than carting luggage, but knowing Seymour, that was all I’d be doing with it.

Oh, I have much more in mind for you than carting my luggage. Imagine feeling the flesh and bones of your enemies pulped and splintered in your mighty grasp. You have tasted but a hint of the power the armor has to offer. Increasing your strength will make you a juggernaut of terrifying power.

The power to crush skulls in my fists was pretty intriguing, but it was only an incremental boost. It would help me pulverize anyone stupid enough to get within brawling distance, but it wasn’t going to make a huge difference in my ability to harvest souls, so I kept looking.

The next option looked more intriguing.

SPEED:

Level 1 — Speed is increased. Avatar is 25% faster. COST: 50 souls.

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.

My combat experience had taught me that speed could outperform strength in a fight, almost every time. If your opponent couldn’t catch you or land a hit, the battle was practically won before it started. A faster opponent could wear a stronger combatant down with hit-and-run attacks. Exhaustion and frustration could finish the job, and the hare would sprint off into the distance while the tortoise bled out.

And, yet, I couldn’t see this being the best choice to spend all those souls on. I needed a force multiplier, something to give me a strategic advantage, not only a tactical edge.

A judicious choice, Avatar

“Fuck off,” I said. “Nobody asked your opinion.”

My opinion is mine to give whether you want it or not. Never forget, Avatar, who is the master.

“You keep insisting you’re the boss, but I’m the one picking out which upgrades we are going to get. This seems like I’m actually the one in charge.”

I could always trick you into letting me put you to sleep, Avatar.

“Then your killing won’t get done.” I shrugged, but I also knew the evil fucker was right. There were limits to my rebellion. He couldn’t control me, but he could make me miserable. And there wasn’t much I could do to stop him from intruding on my thoughts.

The only real power I had was over my own life. If I died, it was game over.

You would not do such a foolish thing.

“Not yet,” I admitted as I looked at the next upgrade column. “But if you keep pushing me, who knows what might happen.”

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.

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.

This upgrade tree held real potential. While the Seymour version of this power wasn’t great, the Jay version was a significant improvement. Sure, ten seconds of stealth every hour wasn’t a lot, but it was enough to save my bacon if shit got deep.

Fight not going your way? Turn invisible and stab the bad guy in the back when he turns around to look for you.

Guards headed for your position? Vanish without a trace and hit ‘em from behind when they move on.

Shit, I’d seen the Predator movies. It was almost worth 50 souls for the cool factor.

You will be hunting aliens, not becoming one.

“That’s your problem. You can’t let me have any fun at all,” I said and examined the next upgrade tree.

HUD:

Level 1 — Vision is enhanced, so that the Avatar receives data feeds. 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.

I already had the Level 1 HUD, which provided me with a link to Seymour. The second level would have upgraded my sensors to include the infrared and ultraviolet spectrums, which would have been pretty handy for getting around in the dark, but at 100 points it was too expensive for me to afford.

Not that being soul poor kept me from window shopping. The Level 3 HUD, which would cost me 350 souls all told, added shot prediction to any firearm in my hot little hands. I’d been a damn fine shot with only my two eyeballs for targeting. Jumping up into the Star Wars leagues with fancy predictive assistance would turn me into a dead-eyed marksman.

“How accurate is the targeting on this Level 3 HUD?” I asked.

Even a ham-fisted monkey can land nine out of ten shots with my assistance. My AI subroutines take into account firearm power, local gravity, wind speed and direction, the observed movement patterns of your targets—

“My dick’s hard enough, you can stop tugging on it,” I said. “Or, maybe not. Explain this Dark Prophet business to me. I really want to know how you can see two seconds into the future. Feels a little more like voodoo than science fiction, to me.”

Any sufficiently advanced technology—

“That smells like bullshit, Seymour. You wouldn’t be pulling my leg, would you?”

I will try to explain it to you in terms even your simian brain can comprehend. All objects in the perceivable universe follow the laws of physics, which I understand at an instinctual level. By observing a scenario, I can calculate a number of the variables at play. I can tell, for example, that you will have a smart ass response to anything you do not understand, and you pull your left hand too close to your body when throwing a punch with your right. Dark Prophet increases my powers of perception and analysis to allow more elaborate and in-depth calculations. There is also an element of quantum physics involved, but this topic is far too technical for me to waste the time necessary to provide you with even basic insights into such a complex field.

“I really think you’re bullshitting me when you get all sciency,” I said and shook my head.

Despite the lack of souls in Seymour’s forge, I really wanted to explore the HUD enhancements. They were expensive but offered the kind of advantage that might keep me alive when the shit really hit the fan. I just needed to build up a nice body count before I could afford them.

Another thought occurred to me as I reviewed the HUD augmentations again. It seemed like they would all rely on a closer link to the AI, and I wasn’t thrilled with the idea of tying myself any tighter to Seymour. He was annoying as hell at Level 1. Would he be twice as irritating at Level 2?

That is not how this works, Avatar. Strengthening our bond will allow me to provide more useful advice and assist in guiding you according to our mutual goals.

“So, no, fuck that,” I said and focused on the last upgrade tree.

SOUL BLADES:

Level 1 — Soul blades extend from each forearm. Lives taken with the blades grant an extra soul. COST: 50 souls.

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.

“Be still my heart,” I said as my grin stretched from ear to ear. “Holy shit this is awesome.”

I was sure the other abilities would be useful down the road, but none of them provided me with the kind of clear, persistent edge that the Soul Blades offered. For a mere 50 souls, I doubled my soul harvesting efficiency. At level two, I’d get three souls for every kill, and it just kept getting better from there.

“Gimme the blades, Seymour,” I said, unsure of how the purchasing process worked.

Yes, this is what I would have suggested to you, avatar. It not only provides more souls but gives you the primitive weapons a creature of your status is most comfortable wielding.

“Fuck off,” I said, annoyed that Seymour wanted to claim credit for my choice. “You could have offered me some advice, but you didn’t. Don’t act like this is the choice you would have made because it’s the one I’m going to make.”

Tell yourself whatever you need, avatar. Please confirm your decision by staring at the upgrade.

I stared intently at the Soul Blades section of the upgrade chart, and it turned a deep, emerald green. A fraction of a second later, the armor over my forearms twitched and shifted. Then a vivid red glow illuminated my selection, and Seymour eased my chair back away from the edge of the abyss surrounding the Soulforge.

“That’s it?” I asked. I’d expected something more impressive, and maybe one of those tutorials that you get in a video game when you pick up an exotic weapon.

Nothing else is required.

The tension in my wrists triggered my reflex to make a fist, and eighteen inches of shining metal burst from the armor covering my forearms with surprising speed. There were two blades on each arm, and their points and cutting edges looked sharp enough to slice through anything unfortunate enough to get in my way. The blades were slightly curved, allowing them to arch over my fists, and their spines were lined with barbed serrations. Anybody who got stabbed with these puppies was going to have a very bad day.

I unclenched my hands, and the blades shot back into the armor. I flicked them in and out a few more times, mastering the trigger reflex. Within a few minutes, I could clench my fists without revealing the blades, or retract them while keeping my fists clenched.

“Like Wolverine, only nastier,” I said with appreciation. These would have been handy on the Gnawr ship, and a dark part of me couldn’t wait to use these babies.

“How far away are we from New Ordeith?” I asked Seymour.

Approximately six hours. The warp is restless, and it is difficult to provide an exact estimate.

“Do you have anything for me to read?” I asked, hopefully.

I have no books available, Avatar, Seymour said after a moment of rooting around in my brain. I could attempt to recreate one from your memory, but given the primitive state of your mind, I doubt it would be accurate.

“I’m guessing you don’t have any movies or music, either?” I said with a frown. The idea of zipping through the creepy warp for the next six hours with nothing to distract me was not at all appealing. “How about some magazines?”

I regret to inform you that I did not realize the crude forms of entertainment enjoyed by your species held any value. I did not gather and collate a selection of trite words and flashing images with which to amuse my Avatar.

“Also,” I said, leaning back in the chair, “you thought your Avatar would be a slave you could control. I guess we’re both very disappointed in one another.”

This is an accurate assessment of my feelings. I could help you sleep again if I have your permission.

Giving Seymour so much control over my consciousness wasn’t something I enjoyed. He needed my permission to take me down, but once I was out, I was utterly zonked until he saw fit to wake me up. Knowing the AI, he might decide to keep me on ice for the next hundred years to teach me a lesson.

And if Seymour weren’t damaged, he probably would have tried something like that to show me he was the boss. But Seymour couldn’t keep me unconscious for more than twelve hours without running out of oxygen and killing me. He needed me alive to help with repairs as much as I needed him alive to get me home.

I decided to trust him. Just this once.

“Fine,” I said, and the world turned black an instant later.

And so began the worst and longest nightmare I’d experienced. The instant my eyes closed, a horde of meat-eating spiders emerged from the nooks and crannies of my sleeping mind. The evil arachnids crawled over my skin, burrowing into my pores and leaving behind trails of eggs. One by one, the leathery sacs burst and gave rise to a whole new generation flesh-nibbling spiders. The nightmare lasted for what seemed like days before Seymour dumped me out of the chair again.

“Well, that was the worst fucking nap I have ever taken,” I said, dragging myself up onto my hands and knees. “You could have told me I’d have a nightmare.”

All primitive life forms react differently to the warp. Your predecessor, a creature even more primitive and disgusting than you, never complained of such pathetic flights of fancy. Perhaps there is some flaw in your breeding. Were your parents siblings?

“Tell me we’re close to New Ordeith,” I said. “I really need to get out of you and socialize with some people I’m not trying to kill.”

Aww, is my Avatar lonely?

While I’d been asleep, Seymour had positioned my seat in front of the viewport, which was no longer dark. Scattered points of light whizzed across the viewport’s screen, which told me we were moving at a pretty good clip and were no longer in the warp. That was a relief.

In answer to your question, yes, we are close to arrival. New Ordeith is here, Seymour said, highlighting a blank section of space on the right side of the viewport. We should be within visual range in the next several minutes.

Seymour was a lot of things, but he wasn’t inaccurate. A few minutes later, a bright blue dot appeared in the center of the section he’d outlined on the viewport. Soon the dot grew into a blue spot the size of my pinky fingernail. Three minutes later, it was as big as my hand, and details of its appearance emerged. The top half of New Ordeith was a shimmering blue dome while the bottom half was a dingy smear of brown and black.

“Is that some kind of space island?” I asked.

As we approached our destination, more of the smear’s details emerged. It was clearly earth and rock.

Yes, it is a domed asteroid.

New Ordeith took up half of the viewport by that point, and I could see through the glowing blue dome to the city encased within. Blocky towers rose high above the earthen slab at their feet, and large tubes connected their upper floors. It reminded me of a hamster colony my friend had when we were kids.

The city’s surface is approximately twenty-five square miles. The towers rise to a maximum height of five thousand yards. The current population is twenty-three million souls. Ripe souls, ready for the reaping. Can you taste the hunger, Avatar?

“Now you are making this weird again,” I sighed as I studied the beautiful floating asteroid-space station.

New Ordeith filled the viewport with a flurry of activity. Small flying vehicles burst from the towering buildings like flocks of metal birds. The brightly colored flyers circled around and dove over and under one another. They docked with extended aerial walkways radiating from the top of each of the buildings like the spokes of titanic wheels.

“That’s almost three times as many people as live in New York City,” I said. “And, no, I’m not going to kill all of them.

You may change your mind after you meet a few of them, Seymour said, annoyed at my reluctance to kill every stranger we ran across. One moment, I need to speak to the docking coordinator.

I entertained myself by watching the giant space station grow larger by the moment. As we approached, I could see row after row of windows appear on the sides of the building. They were tiny little portholes into other lives, and there were so many of them my mind boggled. I’d been to New York once, and thought that it was insanely crowded, but this place was on an entirely new level. It was more like a hive of creatures than a city, every inch maximized and exploited to squeeze in the greatest number of people. Were aliens people? Whatever.

Seymour’s nose tilted down and we soared below the bottom of the dome. The asteroid beneath the dome was as impressive as the city above. Thousands upon thousands of open doors admitted and released spaceships in constant, ever-shifting streams of gleaming metal and glowing engines.

“What keeps the air inside all those open hangars?” I asked.

Force screens. They can hold an atmosphere and will prevent any fast-moving projectiles or ships from entering or leaving. As long as we move slowly, we can pass freely, but we won’t be able to make a quick escape.

“Why would we need to make a quick escape, Seymour?” I asked. “We’re just going to get some repairs done, right?”

Whatever you say, Jay.

Seymour didn’t sound very convincing.

We eased toward one of the open hangers. The opening, which I’d assumed was fifty or sixty feet wide, kept yawning wider and wider as we approached. By the time we entered the enormous cargo bay, I realized it was at least a hundred yards wide. As we sailed through, I saw why the bay door had to be so large.

The landing deck we entered, one of the hundreds I’d seen scattered across the belly of the asteroid, held ships much, much larger than Seymour. To our left floated a cruiser the size of a navy battleship, its deck swarming with crew wearing bright yellow vests and dark gray coveralls. An even larger vessel hung from enormous docking arms beyond the cruiser, stretching hundreds of yards from bow to stern.

In addition to the massive vessels hanging in the dock, dozens of smaller ships flitted around us, entering and leaving the asteroid in all directions. If the doors were any smaller, there’d be no end of crashes.

I turned my attention back to the battleship.

“You think you could take one of these big guys?” I asked, sure I already knew the answer.

Seymour didn’t respond, so I decided to needle him a little further.

“Size does matter, you know?” I admired the enormous ship. The armor plating on its hull shone like it’d just been polished, and the massive weapons arrays bristling from its surface looked extraordinarily deadly.

You’re being an asshole, again, Avatar.

“You may be right,” I admitted. “But only because I’m fucking starving. Also because I’m curious. Why do you think we might need to make a quick escape from this space station?”

Between the two of us, we have no currency of any kind, Seymour explained in his pedantic teacher’s voice. I know you say you’re going to work, but we have no idea how much these repairs will cost. There is an excellent chance you will not be able to afford the repairs.

That was the uncomfortable truth I’d been trying to avoid thinking about from the moment I convinced him to try this plan. Sure, there might be a big demand for mercenaries here, but even the most skilled ground pounder wouldn’t pull down millions of dollars, or francs, or spacebucks, or whatever the fuck they used for money here. Still, it was better than slaughtering agrarian farmers by the dozens every day for fifty years while Seymour guzzled their souls like a wino downing an endless supply of Thunderbird. Money was a problem, but money was always a problem, everywhere, no matter where you went in the galaxy. We’d blow up the payment hurdle when we got to it.

And that would hopefully not be until we were on our way back to Earth. Space was really starting to get on my nerves. I just wanted to go home and sit whittling on the porch with my grandfather.

Seymour steered us toward one of the hangar’s walls, and then slowly rotated ninety-degrees until his hull was parallel to the bulkhead. A pair of metallic arms, like giant salad tongs, extended from the space station and closed around Seymour’s body with surprising gentleness. There was a faint thunk as the tongs made contact with Seymour’s hull, followed by a slight shift in position, and we were docked.

“Let me worry about the money. Don’t kill anyone, and don’t do anything horrible while I’m gone,” I said, as I stared through the viewport at the insane bustle of activity in the landing bay. The massive hangar held hundreds of other ships, all of which were either disgorging or receiving a constant stream of passengers. There were all sorts of sizes and shapes out there, none of them familiar or comforting to little old me.

“You’re going to be alright if I leave you alone here?” I asked, trying to reassure myself as much as Seymour.

I’ll be fine. Once we complete the docking process, you’re free to go.

A muted thump from the rear of the ship was followed by a faint hiss. My ears popped, and for a moment, I thought Seymour had sprung a leak, and all the stinky Gnawr air would evacuate. Clearing out the stink would be a relief for my nostrils, but running out of oxygen wouldn’t do any favors for my lungs, which would empty out and leave me dying on the deck.

Relax, Avatar. That was the transport connector. Repair crews will be arriving shortly to examine the damage I suffered due to your negligence in dealing with the Gnawr. They will provide an estimate and start working on the repairs.

“Alright, sounds good. I’ll explore the station and try to find work, and a bite to eat.”

Please, avatar, find work quickly. We don’t want to stay here for longer than we need to. It’s best if we proceed with the rest of my plan as soon as possible.

“Yeah, yeah,” I said, extracting myself from the comfortable chair. “How do I get out of here?”

A section of the wall next to the viewport irised open, and a walkway of braided cables extended from Seymour’s hull to a catwalk against the wall of the hanger. A wash of clean, odorless air washed through Seymour. It was dry and dead-feeling when I breathed it, but it was better than swimming in the alien body odor.

I have rolled out the metal carpet for you, Avatar, Seymour said smugly. It is up to you to turn it red.

I knew Seymour wanted me to stride down the metal ramp with my soul blades extended, ready to slice and dice everyone who got in my way. While getting my murder on would certainly have cleared the crowds out of my path, I decided to go incognito. Judging by the crowds wandering along the catwalks ringing the landing bay, just being a human would attract more than enough attention without adding the crazy armor to the mix.

I concentrated on my armor, willing it to sink back into my skin. There was a slight resistance to the thought, like the rubbery give of a plum when you bite through to the flesh. I imagined myself wearing a stripped down version of the armor, a metallic jumpsuit that wouldn’t look too out of place among the flight suit, environmental protection bubbles, and other alien get-ups present in the crowd.

A few moments later, I was rewarded with the truly unpleasant sensation of my skin’s pores being invaded by thick streams of liquid metal. Within seconds, the armor vanished, leaving me wearing a pair of metal boots and a jumpsuit hugging my body a little too tightly for comfort.

The power and strength I’d experienced while encased in the full suit of armor vanished and was replaced by a sluggish weight. I still had all the mass of the armor to lug around, only now it wasn’t conveniently encasing me in a superpowered shell. Instead, my body was filled to the brim with weird alien metal in uncomfortable and unnatural nooks and crannies. I waddled like a duck as I headed down the ramp and away from Seymour.

Avatar, wait. I have something important to tell you.

The AI’s voice was laced with an edge of urgency, and I spun around quickly to face him.

“What?”

I wanted to tell you how ridiculous you look. You’re walking as if someone shoved something up your rectum.

I extended one arm behind me and flipped Seymour off. Then I headed across the walkway and into a whole new world.

He laughed in my head the whole time I walked down the ramp.
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Chapter 6

The New Ordeith landing dock was even more stunning when I was on foot than it had been while I was safely in Seymour’s belly. My HUD told me the cavernous chamber stretched two thousand feet from its ceiling to its floor and was the same width. It was a mile, if not slightly more, from end to end, and the whole place was packed with ships and people.

Well, aliens.

Gripping arms, some small, some very, very large, extended from the interior wall and floor of the landing bay to cradle the docked vessels. Flying robots zipped around the ships like swarms of worker bees, scanning the vessels with red lights sprayed from their eyes or working on them with intricate machinery dangling from their multiple segmented arms. A few of the robots welded or cut on the docked ships with powerful bursts of energy from their curled tails. I was amazed the quickly flying drones didn’t crash into the hordes of organic crew members scrambling around the vessels’ hulls with tools and scanners of their own.

Most of the aliens I saw wore uniforms based on their ships. The battle cruiser docked near Seymour was manned by enormous creatures who wore yellow hazmat suits that covered them from the tops of their thick heads to the soles of their feet. They were humanoid, as were most of the other creatures I saw scampering around the dock, but their proportions were all wrong. Their legs widened from the knees down to form circular platforms instead of feet. Their arms jutted from shoulders placed midway between their heads and waists, and they seemed to have no neck at all.

Do your sightseeing later, Seymour chided me. You have much work to do and not much time in which to accomplish your tasks. We do not want to spend too much time in any one location.

“And why do you want me to keep moving?” I asked. “Afraid your past will catch up with you?”

It is best if you not think too hard about the tasks I assign to you. Just do your job.

The AI was right even if I didn’t want to admit it. What I hoped Seymour didn’t know was that I had no clue how I was going to find a job. I didn’t even know how I was going to find a way out of the dock and into the rest of the station. I’d never been anywhere so vast and, well, alien.

The ramp Seymour created rested on a catwalk running the length of the landing bay. Dozens of other identical catwalks lined the docking bay’s walls at various heights, connecting open portals and wide-mouthed tunnels.

“Eeny, meeny,” I muttered to myself. With no idea which way I should go, using the childhood rhyme to pick a direction made as much sense as anything else on this crazy trip. My finger settled on left, so I turned in that direction.

And promptly ran into a barking alien who jabbed at my chest with a webbed finger.

She was at least eight feet tall and wide, with a face reminiscent of a walrus. Her mustache bristled as she looked me up and down with her big brown eyes. Then she bared her tusks and barked a long string of syllables in my direction. Her breath smelled like a seafood buffet three days past fresh, and I was pretty sure her thick finger had left a bruise even through the thin layer of armor covering my chest.

Too many years watching Star Wars made me think I’d be able to understand people aboard the space station. The gibberish spouted from walrus woman told me I was sadly mistaken on that count.

I stared at the alien while I tried to figure out my next move, and she stared back at me. She apparently expected a response of some kind, but I couldn’t understand what she’d said or how to make her understand I was only looking for directions and a job.

“Seymour,” I thought, “you there?”

Of course, Avatar. How may I assist you?

Seymour’s words were tinged with amusement at my expense. The bastard had been listening in on my thoughts the whole time.

“I don’t suppose you can give me a translator?” I thought at him, not wanting to look like a lunatic talking to myself. It was surprisingly strenuous, and the first twinge of a looming headache warned me that reaching my mind out to Seymour’s was an excellent way to bring on a migraine.

Of course, I can. I can arrange a translation module for a mere 50 souls. If you’d paid more attention to the upgrade panel, you would have found the Auxiliary Augmentation section. Sadly, you are a rash and impetuous Avatar who does not care to hear my opinions.

My jaw tightened. The translator module’s cost was almost double the number of souls currently in the Soulforge. There was also the annoying fact that every soul I used for an upgrade was one more soul I’d need to get back to Earth.

“There was no Auxiliary Augmentation section,” I thought at Seymour, putting as much anger into it as I could manage. “We were pretty goddamned thorough when we looked at all the upgrade options.”

Yes, well, we took a long hard look at all the options I deemed useful.

Seymour sounded so smug I wanted to march back onboard and hack him apart from the inside.

“You don’t think being able to talk to the people I meet here might be useful?” I asked, and my brain started aching from the effort of carrying on this mental conversation.

Not nearly as useful as soul blades, which double your soul harvests with every kill. Think how much faster you will be able to earn your translator augmentation with your new and delightful set of cutlery. Perhaps later I will allow you a glimpse of the wonders of which I am capable and the many augmentations I can provide. In the meantime, you should focus on harvesting more souls, which you can now use to purchase the translator augmentation.

I can’t go around killing people so I can understand them, I thought, frustrated at Seymour’s single-minded response to every problem we faced. The promised headache spread through my gray matter like a shadow. Awesome.

Then I suppose you will be unable to communicate with the peons of this station. You will not be able to order the food you’ve been whining about. You will not be able to get a job. You will soon become a homeless beggar, wandering the streets of New Ordeith. You will have no friends, no place to call your own. Your reluctance to murder a few aliens you don’t even know will condemn you to a sad and lonely end.

“Look, motherfucker,” I thought, acutely aware of the walrus woman staring at me. She’d bared her yellowed tusks in my direction, and the dead fish stink wafting out of her half-open mouth made me want to gag. My headache wasn’t helping matters, either. “This affects you, too. What good will I be as your Avatar if I’m a homeless waif wandering the streets of New Ordeith? If I can’t talk to people, I can’t get a job. If I can’t get a job, I won’t have any money. If I don’t have any money, you don’t have any money, and if you don’t have any money, you can’t get fixed.”

Seymour considered my argument for a moment and then returned with an answer I should have anticipated.

There are millions of people aboard this space station, Jay. All those souls are waiting to be harvested. Start killing them. We will figure out the rest as we go.

The walrus woman snorted in my direction, flared her mustache out like a porcupine’s quills, then flattened me against the catwalk’s railing and waddled past me on her way to more important duties. I let out a sigh of relief that she hadn’t decided to attack me, but it was short-lived. As much as Seymour liked to think I could murder people with impunity, any of those millions of souls aboard this station might be able to drop me. And that wasn’t even taking into account the authorities, who were likely to show up in force if an armored maniac started butchering his way through their territory.

“Goddamnit, Seymour,” I muttered as I walked toward an open door ahead and to the left of my current position. “We can’t solve all our problems with murder. Can’t you give me the translator module and let me pay you the souls after we’re done here?”

No, you cannot purchase upgrades on credit. You must first pay the souls, and then I can provide you with the new abilities you crave. If I had the energy to create the module without requiring harvested souls why would I need you? But, because you are so painfully incompetent, I will translate for you.

I bit my tongue and accepted his feeble gesture of goodwill. It wasn’t as good as being able to translate for myself, but it would have to do.

I really hoped Seymour wasn’t going to get me killed.

Finding my way out of the dock was more challenging than I’d expected. After exiting the docking bay, I found myself in a long, smooth tunnel. Its floor and ceiling were featureless, glowing sheets, while the bowed walls were composed of hexagonal tiles pressed together so tightly there was scarcely a visible seam between them. The whole place was immaculately clean, and the air smelled faintly of citrus and bleach.

There were a few aliens in the tube, some walked back toward the dock, while others were headed in the same direction as I was traveling. None of them paid the slightest attention to me. They all looked busy and intense like they had places to go and people to fuck up, so I decided not to ask any of them for directions.

Signs were riveted to the station’s wall, but I couldn’t make heads or tails of anything written on them except for the arrows pointing back in the direction I was coming from. I stared at them for a few seconds, and Seymour’s voice echoed in my thoughts.

The sign is pointing the way toward the dock. I would imagine if you walk in the opposite direction, you will eventually find your way into the station proper.

“Thank you for being so helpful,” I said, irritated by Seymour’s decision to fulfill the bare minimum of his translation duties.

Other hallways intersected the one I was traveling through, and soon aliens of all shapes and sizes were crowded in way too close to me. Most of them were wearing flight suits or coveralls, which made me think they’d come from the docks, too. Their drab colors and utilitarian design were a stark contrast to the sleek clothes my armor had transformed into, but no one paid me any mind. I was invisible in the crowd which is what I’d been hoping for.

Voices jabbered around me in a hundred different incomprehensible language. As more and more aliens surrounded me, and the crowd became so dense it practically carried me down the hall, the noisy babble increased until I could barely hear myself think. The crowd was packed in so tightly the smell of alien bodies made it hard to breathe. They didn’t stink, exactly, but none of their scents were at all familiar. Despite the crush of aliens all around me, I’d never been so thoroughly isolated in my life.

Look around, Avatar. These creatures are nothing like you. The one over there looks like pudding poured into a flight suit. That gaggle of women with beaks has less in common with you than a pod of dolphins. And what is this thing with the segmented eyes jutting from a hole in the center of its face? What do you care what happens to these creatures? Besides their souls, they are as different from you as you are from an ant.

“But you said they have souls, which means they have love, hope, dreams, and fears,” I said. “Do they have families and friends?”

Why does it matter, Jay? They are ensouled, we need their souls, kill them so we may grow stronger. I can’t believe how difficult you are being about this.

“It matters because I’ve seen a lot of killing, and I don’t want to end people or creatures who might be good-natured.”

Assume they are all evil, then. It will make your job easier.

Seymour wasn’t going to let the killing rest, and I guess I understood. He’d been built for war, and any time he wasn’t engaged in a straight-up slaughter was wasted time to him. I’d experienced the same sort of restless anger during my first leave from the Marines. After so long keyed up for combat, coming back to the real world was almost dull. Months of priming your body with adrenaline and aggression taught you to crave the warrior’s edge. Even if you wanted to do nothing more than rest, your body was spoiling for a fight.

“Look,” I said, confident that no one understood me any more than I understood them, “I get what you’re saying. These people are not like me. I’m not like them. You’re not like me. We’re all different. But we’re all still people. And you don’t murder other people because you want to harvest their souls.”

Yes, you do. It is the entire reason I augmented you and raised you up from a monkey man into my Avatar.

I blew out an exasperated sigh and shook my head. Talking to Seymour was cranking up the intensity of my headache, which was now warring with my hunger pangs for the title of “Most Fucked Up Bullshit in Jay’s Life.”

A half-hour later, the milling crowd puked me up into a bewildering terminal filled with holographic displays and scrolling marquees. Enormous security guards wearing dark red uniforms and flat black full-face helmets barked orders at hapless travelers, shooing them through one gate or another. The cacophony of the tunnel exploded into an overwhelming ocean of sound, and I didn’t even try to pick a path through the madness. I walked with the crowd and let them push me through the congested terminal in fits and starts. I hoped we were all leaving the station because my head felt like it was about to burst from all the bizarre sights, sounds, and smells flooding my senses.

Finally, the tide of aliens pushed me through a wide, sliding door onto a congested sidewalk next to an even more congested street. A flurry of vehicles charged up to the sidewalk, threw open their doors, scooped up passengers, and then muscled their way back into the heavy traffic. Some cars rolled along on wheels, some walked on segmented stilts, and still others floated on cushions of glowing energy. The vehicles were as different from one another as their drivers were from me. I’d fallen into some bizarre hybrid of Willie Wonka’s Chocolate Factory and a video game.

Like a stupid tourist, I stood motionless and gawked. Flying vehicles whirred overhead, some of them carrying enormous glowing banners with moving images on their fronts and backs and speakers blaring messages in a dozen alien languages. Even in space, you can’t get away from advertisements.

People shoved past me on their way to their rides, throwing luggage and other gear into trunks and wedging themselves into the waiting vehicles before being whisked away. I considered jumping into one of the vehicles, but then realized I had no idea what I’d do after I found a seat. I couldn’t tell the drivers where to go, and I sure as hell didn’t have any money to pay them for their services.

I was surrounded by millions of aliens. I didn’t understand any of them, and my only translator was a homicidal AI who wouldn’t be happy until I started killing people at random. Finding a job seemed like a bigger challenge than I was prepared to handle.

No, fuck that. I was a Marine, goddamnit. I’d been through some shit most of these freaky alien motherfuckers would never experience, and I wasn’t going to be intimidated because I didn’t understand them. I needed a job, and I was going to find one.

“All right, Seymour, we need to find where the mercenaries hang out,” I said.

And how do you suggest we do that? Shall we begin searching for more primates with terrible attitudes similar to yours?

I don’t think Seymour really expected I’d have an answer for him. Fortunately, I had a pretty good idea of where we needed to look to find a mercenary outfit.

Warriors all have one thing in common. We have to clean out our brains periodically to purge the evil thoughts and make room for a whole new set of shitty experiences. The fastest and easiest way to do that is to kill off a bunch of brain cells with the poison of your choice.

“Let’s find a bar. The shittier and cheaper the booze, the better.” I said as I scanned my surroundings for anything that looked like it might fit the bill.

The towering buildings I’d seen through Seymour’s viewport were far larger than I would’ve imagined. Each of the enormous obelisks occupied what would have been several city blocks back on Earth. They towered so far overhead looking up at their crowns made my head swim. Unlike cities on Earth, New Ordeith didn’t have any smaller buildings crammed in amongst the giant skyscrapers, just roads crisscrossing the surface of the asteroid in smooth, regular lines.

“All right, then, I guess we’re doing this the hard way,” I told Seymour. “Get your translator chops ready. I don’t think we’re going to find what I need from the street. I’m going to search inside one of these damned buildings.”

Just a simple word of warning. I have heard no less than five-hundred different languages since we arrived, and I don’t understand them all. Be prepared for some trial and error during your conversations.

“Of course,” I said, “nothing can ever be simple.”

After a few fruitless moments searching for a crosswalk, I shrugged and headed across the street. I dodged around alien vehicles that didn’t give a single shit about pedestrians and ignored the blaring horns and angry gestures from their drivers. I assumed they were all flipping me off, and honestly, I was okay with it. I didn’t know the rules of these roads, and I was probably stomping all over a shit ton of traffic regulations. I was the bad guy, I accepted it.

The first of the massive buildings I tried to enter rejected me with the cold indifference of the hot girl at school turning down a nerd’s prom invite. Like the docks in the asteroid’s guts, there were no doors on the building. I strode forward, confident I’d slip right in, and bashed my nose into an invisible wall. Static electricity crackled through my hair as I bounced off and licked my bruised lips.

“What the fuck happened?” I asked.

You collided with what appears to be a security screen. You do not have the credentials required for entry. Or, perhaps, they merely object to your smell. Or your appearance. There are many reasons why the inhabitants would prefer you not enter their domicile.

I frowned. Security doors on the buildings made sense, but it was going to make this a little more challenging. I looked up at the symbols neatly placed above the traitorous door.

“What do those symbols say?” I asked my translator.

Seymour went silent for a moment, an event I recognized as his version of thinking.

There are some symbols I don’t recognize, but from what I can see, it says, ‘Happy Horizons Living Facilities.’

“Sounds like an apartment building or an old folks’ home,” I said. “All right, I need you to translate the names of these buildings as we walk by them. I’ll decide which one to try next.”

As you command, master.

Seymour’s voice was prickly with distaste. The AI did not like taking orders from me, and he was pissed that he didn’t have a choice in the matter. He needed me now, more than ever, and had to play along if he wanted to get patched up.

I walked for a fucking hour, dodging traffic and weaving through crowds of angry aliens before we found anything promising. I didn’t take any turns, just kept moving in a straight line away from the docks. If I needed to retrace my steps and start searching in a new direction that was fine. If I got lost in this city, I’d spend the rest of my life trying to figure out how to get back to the docks.

The farther I walked, the dingier the buildings became. Eventually, I found myself standing before an enormous building with cracks running up its surface, and chunks of missing stone or concrete or whatever the fuck they built this place out of scattered on the surrounding sidewalk. I imagined a piece of construction material falling from the top of the building and landing on some unsuspecting aliens’ head. I was surprised the whole sidewalk wasn’t littered with dead bodies and bloodstains.

The best translation I can give you for the name of this structure is ‘Shitty Trade Bazaar.’

“Sounds promising,” I replied, wrinkling my nose at the painfully exotic smells wafting out of the building. Maybe my human nose was too sensitive, but every alien I’d encountered stank to high heaven. It was as if their body odor, the smell of their food, their clothes, everything, was designed to make humans want to puke.

I’m sure they feel the same about you, Avatar, but maybe you should keep those thoughts to yourself.

“I’m trying, but some asshole keeps eavesdropping on them,” I snarled, and pushed my way through the crowd gathered around the building’s open front doors. I fully expected another smack on the nose, but there was no crackle of static electricity as I walked through the wide doorway. That was an improvement.

The building’s main floor was an open space crammed full of aliens shouting at one another at top volume. Hundreds of open-air stalls lined the walls and huddled together in clumps dotting the center of the space. Despite the strange smells coming from the stalls offering food, my mouth watered, and my stomach clenched painfully. I needed to get something in my belly, and I needed to get it soon. I didn’t care who I had to kill to make it happen.

Ah, you see the truth, Avatar. There is no need to wait until you have a job to eat. If you see food, and you want it, kill the vendor and take it. We’ll be fine. Trust me.

I bit back an angry retort and stomped through the bazaar. I had no idea what I was seeing, and there were no signs to guide the way. My eyes scanned the crowd, searching for any clue that would lead me toward the outer space alien equivalent of a bar.

“Tell me when you hear someone speaking a language you understand,” I ordered Seymour. “I’m not sure where to go in here.”

I understand most of what the skinny one over there is saying. Approach him and repeat after me.

I was surprised to see Seymour could still send information to my HUD even when I wasn’t decked out in the full suit of armor. A red outline appeared around an emaciated alien with a head shaped like an inverted pyramid made of chewed up toilet paper rolls. Thick strands of drool oozed out of his mouth as his thin lips smacked around the harsh consonants of the words spilling over them. As I approached the alien, I realized the draped layers of material covering his body wasn’t clothing. It was his skin.

Everyone else avoided the towering freak like the plague, most likely because he was talking to himself and gesturing at the ceiling, but I walked straight up to him and stared into his slit-like eyes. Seymour pronounced a clipped set of syllables into my head, and I did my best to repeat them.

The alien with the pyramid head stared at me and raised both of his three-fingered hands as if he was fending off a mugger. He barked out a short sentence and glared at me with open suspicion.

He wants to know why you’re bothering him. What should I tell him?

“Tell him I’m looking for a bar,” I said. “Isn’t that what you asked him the first time?”

Yes, I asked him where you could find a place to pollute your body and poison your mind with intoxicating chemicals. It’s the closest translation for “bar” in the language of the Eld Romila—

“Too much information,” I shot back. Every time I opened my mouth to speak to Seymour, the alien standing in front of me cringed like he was afraid I was going to start flinging poop everywhere. At this rate, he’d run away or call the cops before he gave me anything useful. I bit the headache bullet and thought at Seymour without moving my lips.

“Give me the words to say,” I thought.

I spat out the words Seymour gave me, sure I was butchering the pronunciation, at the very least. The pyramid-headed alien stood up to his full height, crossed his triple-elbowed arms over his bony chest, and let out a huff. His breath smelled like a mixture of oatmeal and cherry Jell-O, which was a distinct improvement over the stink coming out of most of the aliens I’d encountered.

The familiar smell of one of my favorite childhood desserts triggered a seismic rumble from my belly. How long had it been since I’d eaten? I needed a meal. I’d kill somebody for a fucking sandwich.

In my experience, creatures who smell good also taste good. Kill this one and eat him.

Seymour’s encouragement was all the discouragement I needed.

“Goddamnit, Seymour, knock it off.”

The alien chewed a few words through his thick, square teeth, and then stomped off. I guess having foreigners babble at you in the rough approximation of your language was annoying. Whatever.

“What’d he say?” I asked Seymour. It was far easier to talk even if it meant the aliens surrounding me thought I was a lunatic.

He said there’s a bar upstairs, but he’s not sure if they serve your kind.

“What the fuck does that mean?” I asked as I searched for the stairs. The place was so packed with aliens, short, tall, fat, skinny, red, blue, and everything in between, it was hard to find my way around. Even worse, they were all rude fuckers who either didn’t understand the concept of personal space or didn’t care whether they slammed into me on their shopping trip.

Your species is very unusual in the universe, Seymour explained. Do you not remember the origin story of your people as I told it to you?

The staircase was wide but steep, and none of the aliens crowding its steps could agree on which side was for people going up and which was for people going down. Knots and snarls clogged the staircase, and I got in line to wait with a heavy sigh.

All of these aliens belonged to species who could fly between stars, but they couldn’t figure out walking on the right? Goddamnit. I hated outer space more with every passing minute.

“I’m supposed to believe you created humans to evolve yourself an Avatar? I don’t buy it,” I said, continuing our conversation as I inched up to the next step in the staircase.

Believe whatever you want. It is the truth, and soon you will accept it as fact. There are no others like you in this galaxy, Avatar. Not even one.

I let that slide because dwelling on how truly alien and alone I was now seemed like an excellent way to drive myself insane. I inched up another stair, only to get elbowed in the ribs by an alien with too many arms and not enough eyes. I shoved right back, and the offended creature whirled around to snap at me with a trio of fanged jaws. His breath smelled like burnt rubber, and his eyes flared with internal light when he spoke.

“Fuck off, buddy,” I growled and shoved past him. There was no order here, and no one even pretended to have any goddamned manners. I’d be a fool to wait for them to get their shit together and head up the stairs.

You could kill your way up to the top. I do not believe any of these wretches would challenge your strength. Even someone with your pathetic skill could kill many of them before the authorities arrived.

I didn’t waste energy responding to Seymour. The ache in my stomach was reaching new heights of agony, and Seymour’s constant goading kept me on edge. I remember what he’d said about my instincts pushing me to do his bidding, and I fought back against the hunger pangs leading me toward violence. I needed to get a job, get some money, and then I could eat whatever I wanted.

If I could even find anything to eat. What if space food wasn’t compatible with humans? I tried to imagine a future in which I never ate a decent meal again.

I didn’t see any way I could survive without good food. I’d go completely insane.

With a final push, I wriggled through the shifting wall of alien flesh surrounding me and burst onto the second floor.

There were no stalls on the second floor, only neat ranks of enclosed spaces with doors and windows. There were also signs above each of the doors to identify the types of stores they contained, but I didn’t need any of that to find what I was looking for.

Looking through the windows of the stores, I found the first bar in no time. It was three times as large as the next nearest store though I could only see a handful of patrons through its windows. They were all hunched over small floating tables in its dim interior, their hands curled around bottles or glasses. It definitely looked like a bar, and when I opened its door and marched through, it certainly smelled like one, too. The bitter reek of old alcohol and dried vomit was at once disgusting and comforting.

Even in the depths space, bars were still bars.

I headed for the curved counter at the other end of the place, in search of a bartender. The other patrons eyeballed me as I stalked toward the curved plastic rail, but no one said anything or moved on me. I didn’t even look at them. It’s rude to intrude on another person’s drinking time.

When I reached the bar, a hatch in the ceiling dropped open, and an arachnoid robot dropped out and swiveled a dozen cameras toward me. A short stream of digital noise burst from the speaker mounted on the lower half of its round face, and its front two legs smacked against the plastic bar with a pair of hollow knocks.

It wants to know what you’re drinking. I do not suggest ordering anything, or opening a tab because you don’t have any money. This bartender appears to be a re-purposed combat drone, which means it may kill you if you can’t pay for what you buy.

“Tell him I’m a soldier, and I need work,” I said, throwing out the only card I had to play. If this were the kind of place, I’d pegged it as I’d be in good shape. If I was wrong, and it was some dive bar for after-hour cops or federal types, I might have dived into a deep pool of shit.

Her. Tell her…

Seymour gave me a series of buzzes, clicks, and beeps, and I did my best to imitate them. I sounded utterly ridiculous, but the bartender didn’t lash out at me with one of her many robotic limbs, so I counted that as a win.

The spider eased from her perch and rested a pair of limbs on the bar on either side of my hands. Her round head moved so close to mine the sensors on her face blurred, and I smelled the rich perfume of motor oil. She clicked and whirred in response to my poorly translated request, spitting a string of syllables that set the boxy speaker mounted in the lower portion of her face spark and squeal with static electricity.

She says she doesn’t have any meat.

My temper flared, but I kept my face as calm and impassive as possible. The bartender wasn’t pissing me off, Seymour was. If I looked angry, the bartender might take it wrong and end the conversation before I got the information I needed.

What the fuck, Seymour, I thought, why are you asking her for food?

Based on her dialect and markings, this is a predator model, which means she has very little understanding of any concepts beyond serving alcohol to drunks, hunting, and killing.

I rolled my eyes in frustration and chewed over my options. Leaving the bar would only prolong the search, and there was no guarantee I’d have any better luck in the next place. Seymour’s vocabulary was hopelessly out of date, and not even the amazing AI could know every possible dialect in the galaxy. I might be trading one problem for another.

Try asking her about being paid to hunt, I thought. It was a long shot, but I needed to figure out some way to get my thoughts through to this drone, or it was going to be a very long day. With my stomach aching and my temper on edge, if I didn’t wind this up soon, I’d pop my cork and go berserk. Great for Seymour, not so much for me.

Seymour gave me another string of nonsense to spit out, and I did my best to imitate his speech. My bleeps and bloops earned me a moment of silence from the drone. She leaned away from me and the articulated metal prongs she had in place of fingers rapped against the plastic bar top in rapid sequence. Finally, she bobbed her head and unleashed another torrent of digital squeaks and squawks.

She knows of what you speak, but she will not deal with such creatures.

Okay, I was getting closer. I thought about what the killer spider had said and came up with a request I hoped would get me where I wanted to go.

“Ask her where their nest is,” I thought, “or where they lair.”

Another exhausting round of mimicry made me wish I’d gone ahead and killed the remaining people needed to buy the damned translator module. This was the most tedious thing I’d done in a very long time.

The bartender’s metal hands slammed down on the top of the bar with such force the plastic cracked, and chips of it flew into the air. She jabbed her metal fingers at me while a nonstop stream of digital noise scraped at my ears. Finally, her tirade wound down into a mechanical burble, and she vanished back into the ceiling.

The rest of the bar patrons stared at me. I could feel the weight of their glares without turning to look at them. I really hoped we’d gotten the information we needed because we were definitely never going to be welcome in this part of the city again.

She claims there is a nest of perverts who do not eat their prey on the other side of the slum. Aft of here, she said, but that is all the information I could glean before your hideous face and stupid questions irritated her.

I turned to leave the bar and did my best to avoid the eyes burning holes in me as I walked out. I’d done the unthinkable and irritated a bartender. No one was going to forget the scene I’d just made.

With a sigh of relief, I made my way back to the stairs. This time around, I wasn’t in the mood to be polite. I shoved through a crowd of drunken aliens with smash-nosed faces and googly eyes of inbred pug dogs and tried not to look at their faces. Their bulging eyes were off center, and their flat noses drooled steady streams of purple goo onto the fronts of their shirts.

Disgusting

It took me a lot less time to get down the stairs than it had taken to climb them, which was nice. I was finally figuring out the city worked on a system that was less about the right of way and more about doing whatever the hell you wanted. No one here expected any kind of social conventions or laws as far as I could tell. To get what you wanted, you had to shove your way through the crowd and take it.

I could get used to that.

“Which way is aft?” I asked Seymour.

The color of the force shield will guide you. Pale pink, like the rising sun, will lead you to the fore. Aft will be a deep blue, like the sky at dusk. Port glows golden yellow while starboard is flushed ruby. Even children know as much.

“Fuck me for being born on an actual planet,” I shot back.

A quick glance at the sky got me moving in the right direction, but I almost wished it hadn’t. The buildings quickly became even more decrepit, and the streets filled with the dregs of the alien society. This was where the homeless and insane ended up, huddled together in piles of gruesome refuse by the sides of the roads.

After walking for another half hour, I stopped an alien wearing a striped robe and a massive fur hat. His eyes were deep red, with no visible pupils, and they jutted from their sockets like a trio of lipsticks twisted open. A faint yellowish tinge made his sagging skin look unhealthy, and he seemed small enough to fall over if a stiff breeze hit him the wrong way.

Ask this guy where we can find the mercenaries, I told Seymour, then repeated the words he gave to me.

The little guy stared at me for a second, looked left, then right, and then turned tail and ran as fast as his spindly legs could carry him. A block away, he started shouting something with a shrill, terrified voice.

He’s a very nervous fellow.

“Mmm-hmm,” I said, unconvinced. “You asked him about mercenaries?”

Yes, that is all. Perhaps his family was killed by mercenaries. It is a common enough fate in many parts of the universe.

This scenario repeated itself three more times before I’d had enough. When a bunch of aliens who looked more like monsters than anything I’d ever seen in a horror movie ran away from me, I knew something was wrong.

“What are you asking these people?” I asked Seymour.

I questioned them about the mercenaries, as you requested, and told them you were looking for work.

“What kind of work are you asking for, specifically?” I asked. We were deep into a nasty neighborhood where I was far from the only person talking to myself. At least I wasn’t screaming at the sky while shitting in the gutter like the stubby alien with a starfish for a face I saw doing precisely that at the next corner.

You’re a soldier looking for mercenary work. You fight. You kill. But killing has many nuances in different languages, and I’ve needed to make some inferences to get the point across.

“What, exactly, are you telling them?” I asked, a spiky ball of dread growing in the pit of my stomach.

I’m asking them about slaughter jobs. But not for livestock. The closest translation in your primitive tongue is Butchers of Men.

“That’s not,” I started, then shook my head. “No wonder everyone is looking at me like I’m a goddamned lunatic. You’re asking them where I can find the cannibals.”

Technically, I’m telling them you would like to become a cannibal.

I had a sudden urge to put the armor back on and start stomping heads. Maybe if I wiped out half the citizens in their neighborhoods, the mercenaries would take note and come looking for me. Sure, things might get a little tense, but at least I’d have a chance to work off my aggression and talk to the boss.

Yes, you should do that. I believe the armor will give you the respect you’re so desperately seeking.

“No,” I said, shaking my head to clear away the barbed cobwebs of anger tangling up my thoughts. “If I put on the suit, people will get even more freaked out than they already are. It makes me look a futuristic Grim Reaper. No one’s going to get near me, much less give me directions, while I’m wearing this thing.”

The Grim Reaper is a suitable archetype for your new role, Avatar, even if you do not live up to such a terrifying creature. Fear will encourage these pathetic slugs to give you the information you need. Soon, all beings will fear you.

Seymour’s explanation bothered me almost as much as the thought of never eating again. I was already isolated enough without any other humans around to talk to. Having every other intelligent creature, I ran into become either predator or prey was depressing. I didn’t want to live like that.

“Humans don’t do so well if they’re isolated,” I told Seymour. “We need other people to hang out with, or it makes us a little nuts.”

There are only two types of people in the world for you now, Avatar: Prey, and dead things that were once prey. Anything else is a distraction from your duty.

“You’re fucking ridiculous,” I said as I crossed the street to avoid a pack of four-legged ladies in hot pursuit of an unfortunate fellow with a horse’s face and a pair of ungainly pseudopods for legs. “You can’t only have prey and dead prey. What about friends? What about girlfriends, boyfriends, husbands, and wives?”

Mates? Seymour asked, pondering my question. Yes, I can see how mates are useful. They produce children. Children, in turn, make excellent prey.

“So we’re clear, this is where I draw the line,” I said. “I killed a bunch of bug people for you, and I clearly don’t have an issue with killing people who deserve to die, but I’m not butchering any kids. I’m also not too hip on killing women unless they give me a really good reason.”

But children interfere with mating. For most males, this is reason enough to murder them.

“It’s not a good enough reason for this male,” I said. I really did not approve of the direction our conversation was headed. “Besides, you can’t have a sustainable society if the fathers kill all the children.”

I’m not interested in societies, Avatar, only the souls living within those societies.

“I don’t care. No more talk about killing kids. Got it?”

I can tell this is a sensitive topic for you, and after considering your words, I will agree. No killing kids. They will grow up soon enough to be adults who we can murder.

“I guess I’ll call that a win,” I grumbled.

Do you see? I am quite a benevolent god. Now, will you please take this metaphorical olive branch I have offered and begin harvesting souls? Watching you stumble around this place is boring.

“No,” I answered, and I could have sworn Seymour actually huffed with disappointment.

The farther aft we walked, the worse the neighborhoods became, and I lost my taste for arguing with Seymour. The towering buildings shrank as the force dome covering New Ordeith sloped toward the edges. We were still a hell of a long way from the stern, but space was already becoming a premium. And as the squatting monoliths shrank in height, their surfaces transformed into dingy billboards covered in sputtering advertising screens. Some of those screens had been hijacked by hackers, turning them into bizarre mishmashes of competing graffiti and disturbing images.

“What is all that shit?” I asked Seymour, keeping my voice low so I wouldn’t attract the attention of the local residents. They were getting freakier-looking by the second, and I did not want to lock horns with the squid-faced monstrosities lounging on the corners. There were dozens of them on every block, all sucking on long glass tubes and exhaling plumes of glittering powder that smelled like the love child of sulfur and cotton candy.

Welcome, traveler, well met.

“You are so full of shit,” I grumbled back at him. I couldn’t read what the words actually said, but I’d started seeing skulls in the graffiti. That was never a friendly sign. “Try again.”

This isn’t a language, exactly, but it a pictographic statement of ownership.

We’d traveled deep into skull land, and I was starting to see death’s heads etched into the faces of buildings and painted onto sidewalks. If it was a statement of ownership, I was definitely trespassing. Back on Earth, this kind of tagging marked out the deadly, shifting boundaries of gangs. Something told me that was also a universal constant.

But that didn’t have to be a bad thing. Gangs need soldiers as much as mercenary outfits, maybe more. If you’re going to claim a big swath of urban territory, then you have to back up your claim, or you’ll end up bleeding out in a gutter. Being a gang’s secret weapon wasn’t exactly my first choice, but it would have to do.

“Help me out here,” I implored Seymour. “Does any of this garbage tell you who’s in charge around here?”

I’d stopped moving because we’d crossed from a very sketchy neighborhood into a war zone. The facades of the squat buildings surrounding us were cracked and pocked with bullet holes big enough to swallow my fist. Scorch marks splattered across sections of molten stone, and the few operational force screens I saw flickered with erratic pulses. Something terrible had happened here and probably would happen again, very soon.

There is a mention of something calling itself the Barking Pack, but there is very little in the way of explanatory text to define what this refers to.

Seymour sounded peeved he couldn’t glean more details from the graffiti, and I guessed he was trying to hide it with fancy language.

There were plenty of the squid-heads still on the street, but they were invested in their smoking, so I did not want to interrupt them. Getting between a junky and his next fix was an excellent way to end up dead.

Instead, I walked deeper into Barking Pack territory and searched for someone who looked tough enough to hold his own, but not so tough he’d think about eating my face.

“Excuse me,” I said, using the gibberish Seymour had fed to me through our link. The woman was five and a half feet tall with skin the color of fresh lime juice. She stared at me with two of her eyes while the third rolled wildly in the socket high on her forehead.

A flurry of words exploded from her emerald lips, and she raised her hands defensively. She held something small and shiny in her palm, but I couldn’t tell if it was a knife or a key. Either way, I didn’t want to frighten her into using it to carve her initials in my forehead.

I stepped back and showed her my empty palms, then mangled the words Seymour fed me.

“I was hoping you could help me find the Barking Pack,” I think I said.

The woman’s already pale green skin lost even more color. Her veins almost glowed against her skin they were so prominent, and her eyes opened so wide I thought the third one would roll out of her skull and into the gutter. She spat out a burst of syllables and jabbed her finger toward the starboard side of New Ordeith.

She says you can find the murder team in that direction.

“Why do I feel like you’re intentionally fucking up these translations?” I asked. The woman stared at me for another handful of seconds, then sprinted away like she’d seen a ghost. “All right, let’s go find some mercenaries.”

Or criminals. Or, perhaps some gladiator pits. Or a blood cult. In the end, does it really matter? There will undoubtedly be souls, and you will be there to harvest them. All according to the plan, Avatar.

The number of skulls on the walls and video screens became so dense I could hardly see anything else. I took it as a sign we were getting deeper into the territory of my hopefully future employers.

What I didn’t like was the growing number of heavily fortified buildings crowding up against the sidewalks. I didn’t see any crews manning the surrounding battlements, but there were more metal-banded walls and spiked parapets than I’d seen outside of a Mad Max movie. If these gangbangers were holed up behind medieval siege defenses, my life was going to get a lot harder.

On the brighter side, heavier defenses meant we were closing in on something worth defending. Like the leaders of this gang.

That’s when I realized I was all alone on the street. The locals had vanished without my noticing, like prairie dogs slipping back into their burrows when a hawk flew over. In the blink of an eye, I was back in an Afghan village, surrounded on all sides by closed doors and invisible enemies. This is how it always was before the shit hit the fan.

A door slammed open thirty feet behind me, and I spun to face the potential threat.

He was ten feet tall and wore a spiked helmet that added another foot to his height. Thick armored plates clung to his broad shoulders and massive chest, and a layer of wire mesh covered his body from throat to toes. The armored breastplate bore the profile of a bone-white skull, its open mouth tilted up toward the sky as if screaming. A pair of scarred metal greaves protected his calves, and he held the biggest, ugliest ax I’d ever seen in his gauntleted fists.

He twirled the massive weapon around his right hand, then aimed its head at me. He snarled, baring a nasty set of jagged teeth, and an avalanche of guttural consonants and warbling vowels poured out of his mouth.

“So, uh, what did he say?” I asked Seymour, already knowing the answer.

He would like to have sex with you so hard, your mother will experience great bliss.

“You know, I don’t think that’s what he said at all,” I said.

The big guy roared and charged at me with his ax raised high over his head. I’d thought my footsteps aboard the Gnawr ship were intimidating, but when this monster ran, he shook the fucking earth.

Or maybe he said he’s going to fuck you up so hard your mother won’t recognize you? These primitive languages are so difficult to translate.

“I think I’ll wear the armor now,” I said and willed it to wrap its loving, protective embrace around me once again.

Nothing happened.

The alien berserker howled and whipped his ax around in a blinding circle like an Olympic hammer thrower winding up. He swung the shining blade in a vicious arc aimed straight at my head, and I threw myself to the ground to avoid instant decapitation.

“What the fuck, Seymour!” I shouted. “Where’s my armor?”

You’re not afraid wearing your armor will frighten this creature?

The ax came at me again. Its leading edge tore through the asphalt on the road and flung a gritty spray into my eyes.

I rolled away from the onslaught and blinked furiously to clear the black dust from my eyes.

“I’m no good to you dead, Seymour,” I growled. “I need the armor.”

Very well, but perhaps this is a lesson for you. Wearing the armor at all times is your safest bet.

My roll carried me into the side of a bullet-pocked building. I scrambled to my feet, but the berserker moved to box me into the corner.

The ax came down so fast I barely had time to flinch my head out of its path. The blade slammed into my left shoulder, and my entire body went numb from the impact. At least my death would be quick.

Then the pain washed over me, and the big alien looked as shocked as I was to be alive.

My armor had poured out of my skin an instant before the axe hit me.

Yes, yes. The armor saved you from certain death. Show some gratitude by killing this monstrosity before it tears you apart and undoes all of my hard work.

I tried to raise my left arm, but it wasn’t taking orders from headquarters. The impact of the ax hadn’t killed or dismembered me, but it had dislocated my shoulder. The big guy had taken his shot, and it had fucked me up pretty good.

It was time for me to return the favor.

Before the ax-wielding maniac recovered from the shock of my survival, I popped the soul blades on my right hand and dove straight at him. He was a big, imposing fighter and the surprise on his face told me he wasn’t used to his opponents willingly getting inside his reach.

Perfect.

My twin blades plunged through the mesh armor covering the left side of the berserker’s belly and sank into his guts. I dragged my fist from one of his hips to the other, and strips of the alien’s mesh armor peeled away like an apple’s skin. My weapons erupted from the opposite edge of the alien’s abdomen trailing a shimmering blue mist of blood.

“Like that?” I snarled at the alien as he stared at the mess I’d made of his guts. The air reeked of blood and shredded viscera. He was already, dead, he just didn’t know it.

The alien shoved his axe forward with both hands, and its haft slammed into my helmet hard enough to send me sprawling. I hit the ground on my injured shoulder and tumbled across the cracked asphalt like a rag doll.

My ears rang, and my vision blurred. The world seemed far away, as if I were deep, deep underwater.

Get up, Jay. You are a terrible Avatar, but I cannot afford to replace you yet.

“Thanks,” I slurred, my thoughts still as wobbly as my eyesight. The armor kept the giant’s attacks from instantly killing me, but the damage was adding up. If he had a minute to go to town on me, he’d peel me out of this metal suit as easily as pulling the meat out of a steamed snow crab’s leg.

I got up to my right hand and knees by the time the monster reached me. He towered above me and spat out a blistering stream of angry words.

“What the fuck is he on about now?” I asked the words as sloppy and slurred as my view of the world.

He fears your remarkable strength and wishes to yield. Or he demands you yield so he may use your skull as a urinal. The subject/object construction of this language is very odd.

The alien slung his ax over his shoulder and drew something big and boxy from behind his back. He aimed it at my head, but I couldn’t figure out what the hell it was.

Gun, Avatar. It’s a huge gun.

Shit, my survival instinct screamed, and my body lurched into motion.

I dashed forward and hooked my right arm around the alien’s left leg. It was a pathetic, clumsy attempt at survival, which is the only reason it worked. If my sparring partner thought I had any fight left in me, he’d have sprayed my brains across the asphalt the second I moved.

The alien laughed at my pathetic maneuver and pushed the gun against the side of my head.

I twisted my wrist until the barbed backs of the soul blades pressed against the alien’s calf, then dragged my fist back as fast and hard as I could.

The big guy howled in pain and rage as my serrated blades shredded his muscles and exposed the cobalt blue bones of his lower leg. The severed tendons in his calf zipped up to his knee like a broken window shade, leaving his ankle with no support.

The alien’s savaged leg couldn’t support his enormous bulk, and he collapsed to one knee. His left fist crashed into my back, but the off-balance attack didn’t have much strength behind it.

The haze surrounding my thoughts burned off in an adrenaline fire, and I knew there was no time to waste. The alien didn’t need both hands to fire his gun, and the damned thing looked big enough to cut me in half if he landed a shot.

Your assessment is accurate, Jay. The weapon is significantly more dangerous than a standard firearm and judging by its bore I calculate it would kill you almost instantly.

I kicked up onto my feet, left arm dangling at my side, and lurched toward the alien’s injured side. He tried to track me with the big gun, but I was fast enough to get my body out of the line of fire before he could pull the trigger. The only way he was getting a shot at me was if he decided to shoot through his own shoulder.

Tearing the big bastard’s guts out hadn’t stopped him, so I decided to aim higher. Before he could turn his body to fire his weapon, I cocked my right arm back, then drove the soul blades right into the crook of his neck.

Blue blood gushed from the berserker’s opened arteries like water spraying from a firehose. It splattered across my visor, and I staggered back from the alien.

Who took advantage of my surprise to punch me right in the stomach.

The air evacuated my lungs in a whooping rush, and I stumbled back a few steps before I caught my balance. I wiped the back of my forearm across my visor to clear the sapphire blood blocking my view and was shocked to see the big alien had turned to face me. He was still down on one knee, his face ashen and drained of all color, but he was too pissed to give up the fight despite his ruined leg and punctured arteries.

“Just fucking die!” I shouted at him.

He raised his gun to the sky and barked a stream of unintelligible words at me.

He says you truly are a monster from his people’s legends. He says you will kill thousands, Avatar, and he is honored to perish at your hands.

The alien sketched a sluggish salute with his gun, then toppled onto his face. A last gush of blood from his severed neck painted the middle of the street in vivid blue.

“Is that really what he said?” I asked.

Seventy-seven kills Avatar, plus one extra soul for using your soul blades. And, yes, he said something similar in spirit to my translation. But do not concern yourself with the legends of such pathetic creatures, Avatar. Your kills will number in the tens of thousands, at a minimum. Even more, if you’ll obey my directives.

“Not gonna happen,” I said. Before I could unleash the stinging barbs of my witty repartee, though, I was rudely interrupted by doors slamming open all up and down the street.

Armored figures marched out and headed in my direction, weapons at the ready. Massive pistols, sleek rifles, and a plethora of other nasty killing machines were all trained on little old me. Their wielders came in all shapes and sizes, from a virtual twin of the monster I’d killed, to a pair of runty little guys who looked like they could barely support the weight of their armor. But they all shared the same cold, measuring eyes of killers.

They also sported the same insignia as the monster I’d finished. Great.

They advanced on me with measured paces, closing around my position like a noose. There was nowhere for me to run.

My late combatant’s twin stepped away from his buddies and strolled up to me. He held the biggest knife I’d ever seen in one hand, and some sort of bulbous ray gun in the other. Sparks jumped from the gun’s barrel, and his finger was on the trigger. He eyed me up and down, glanced at the dead giant on the street next to him, and spoke.

That was Thrug. My brother.

“Shit,” I thought back. “How do I tell them I’m sorry?”

Seymour gave me the words, and I repeated them to the crowd of twitchy aliens.

Half of the gathered crowd recoiled from my words, and the other half bared their teeth. The big guy stared at me and raised his knife toward the sky. I wasn’t sure if he was about to give the order to have me killed, or if he was commanding his people to hold their fire.

“What did I say?” I asked.

You expressed your condolences to the big one for having such an impotent weakling for a brother. You also offered to cull any other useless hunters from their pack as a show of your utility and experience in the ways of murder.

“Damn it, Seymour,” I growled. “You won’t be happy until you get me into a fight with the whole universe.”

You’ve uncovered my plan. Fighting is good for you. Better for me, but still, good for you.

The leader of the alien gang took another step toward me. I’d been wrong before. He wasn’t the twin of the alien I’d killed, he was much bigger and much scarier. His nostrils flared as if he was breathing me in, absorbing my scent to see if I’d taste alright. I got a good whiff of him, and the primitive reptile chunk of my brain wanted to run screaming. The alien stank of death and blood. He was fucking terrifying.

Then he thrust his knife hand forward, blade pointed down.

I’m not sure what response he’s expecting. Perhaps you should kill him as well.

I returned the alien’s measuring stare and suddenly understood what he was doing. We were far more alike than I’d imagined.

I raised my fist and bumped our knuckles together.

For a moment, I was sure I’d fucked up. He stared down at me with those big red eyes like he couldn’t decide whether he wanted to shake my hand or chew off my head. Finally, he snorted and flipped his knife over to hold it by its tip.

He barked a few words at me, glanced back at his dead brother, then extended the enormous weapon’s handle. He waggled it, and I took it. My fingers barely reached around the weapon’s hilt.

“What the hell am I supposed to do with this?”

He said you killed it, you clean it.

The humongous alien whistled and twirled his finger over his head, and his men all headed through the doors of a rundown building across the street. He looked back over his shoulder, to me, and said something else.

You get all the dead man’s gear if you can use it. You’re also entitled to keep his skull as a trophy. Or did he say urinal?

I watched the aliens depart and shook my head.

“You’re sure that’s what he said?”

It was either that, or he’d like to have carnal relations with your disembodied head. It’s challenging to tell with this dialect. Oh, and drinks are on the house.

“Okay, then,” I said and stared down at the dead alien’s blood oozing down the asphalt.

Goddamn. I was hungry.
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Chapter 7

The dead alien weighed a fucking ton, and that, combined with all the slippery blue blood coating his body, made him a giant pain in the ass to move. By the time I’d dragged him off the road and left him sprawled out next to a nearby building, my lungs were working overtime, and my hunger pangs were trying to chew a hole through my spine.

“Let’s see what the big boy’s carrying,” I muttered. This terrifying giant alien and his big brother were the head honchos around these parts. Maybe he’d have some weapons I could use or a fat sack of cash to pay off some of the bills Seymour insisted on racking up.

Harvesting his soul wasn’t enough? Now you’re going to loot his corpse? You are becoming quite a savage. Typical.

“He’s the one who started the fight,” I shot back. “Whatever he’s carrying belongs to me. Finders, keepers. And if you don’t want me playing with dead things, maybe you should look into ways to convert souls to money.”

Such an exciting avenue of research. Perhaps I will unravel the mysteries of reincarnation after you gather more than the paltry number of souls you have thus far accumulated.

“Or, you know, just shut up until I finish dealing with this mess,” I snarled.

Turns out, the monstrous motherfucker hadn’t been carrying much when I’d killed him. He didn’t even have a wallet on him, much less any money. The enormous pistol he’d almost used to shoot my head off looked plenty deadly, but it weighed close to forty pounds. The grip was so thick I could barely reach around it with both hands, and my fist would have fit down the bore with room to spare. It might have been the galaxy’s most powerful handgun, but its size made it worse than useless to me. Even if I could hold it without giving myself a hernia, the recoil would probably tear my other arm out of its socket.

“This pistol would have punched right through my armor?” I asked Seymour.

I would classify this as a level four threat, capable of killing you in one, perhaps two, shots. Three shots if it hit you in your thick skull rather than somewhere more vulnerable.

“And what level can my armor stop?” I asked, ignoring Seymour’s commentary.

Avatar, you have the first level armor upgrade. What level of threat do you think your armor can protect you against?

“Do you have to be such a dick all the time?” I grumbled. “Level one protection defends against fists, knives, crowbars, that kind of thing?

It also defends against improvised weapons, such as the Gnawr scavenger tools, swords, spears, and other primitive weapons wielded by a creature of approximately average human strength. It can deflect particularly weak projectiles and elemental attacks. This is why your armor saved you from an embarrassing death from the rocket rifle on the Gnawr spaceship. The missile was not meant to penetrate your armor, but spread flames over a larger area to incapacitate and demoralize unarmored foes. In other words, much as with the majority of your other accomplishments, you were lucky to have survived.

“Good job establishing your base level armor as complete shit. I’ll chalk my continued survival up to my awesome combat skills. If level one is basically tinfoil, then what will moderate protection at level two do?” I’d pulled the upgrade schematics onto my HUD during Seymour’s ranting to get a better look at what the future held for my armor. All the options were grayed out. Apparently, I needed to be at the Soulforge to purchase an upgrade, but I could do my window shopping from anywhere I had a connection to Seymour.

Moderate protection will dramatically reduce damage from small arms fire such as pistols or small caliber rifles. It will also provide you with reasonable protection from small explosives and area-effect blasts. I would strongly recommend you not use this as an excuse to purchase the upgrade for the purpose of posting funny YouTube videos of you shooting yourself with different weapons.

“Is there even an internet for me to use for YouTube on this station?” I asked, suddenly curious about how people kept themselves entertained.

Yes, there is an internet equivalent. No, I will not instruct you on how to access it. I do not need an Avatar who spends all of his time in his bunk spilling his seed to intergalactic pornography.

“Fine,” I muttered. I’d be lying if I said Seymour’s suggestion wasn’t at least partially accurate. The farther I got from home, the more wound up I became.

Even a passing thought of home was enough to send my thoughts spiraling down a black hole of grief. I’d come home to help take care of my family, but all I’d managed to do was worry them with my disappearance. I needed to get home, but to do that I needed to get souls Seymour needed. But to do that, I needed to get Seymour’s damage repaired. And after that, there’d be something else to burn souls on, and I’d never get any closer to returning to Earth.

Time to change the subject.

“The level three upgrade could reflect pistol or rifle fire?”

Of course, this is precisely what the description says. Reflected attacks would cause approximately one half the damage of the initial attack when hitting another target as significant amounts of kinetic energy are dispersed by the reflection. I would explain it to you in more detail, but such technical descriptions frighten you into a near catatonic state.

“Your babbling doesn’t scare me, it fucking bores me to sleep,” I corrected Seymour. “Reflecting attacks seems like a very handy ability to have, especially in close quarters. And why are you serving everything up with an extra side of asshole today?”

I am currently filled to the brim with annoying technicians probing my internal workings with all the delicacy of a drunken proctologist to determine the extent of my damage, and you’re testing my patience. Imagine trying to have a conversation while someone shoves their hand up your rectum, Avatar. It is not pleasant.

“Alright, I get it, but don’t take your shit out on me, you are the--”

Let’s continue with the armor upgrade discussion. I’m sure you would find it extraordinarily useful, especially since you do not seem to be interested in dodging the attacks of your enemies. If you plan on continuing this strategy of trading blow for blow, I would highly recommend you purchase the maximum level of armor at your earliest convenience. It will save us both significant amounts of trouble.

“No argument there,” I said, “but it’ll be awhile before I pick enough souls to afford those upgrades.”

Think of it as a goal, Avatar, like a bit of cheese at the end of a maze. Mammals seem to need such motivation, so let me give you another taste of what benefits await you when purchasing armor upgrades. Major protection, which you receive with level four Armor, will stop most conventional firearms and offers significant damage reduction from support weapons such as grenades, heavy machine guns, or vehicle-mounted weaponry.

However, you should keep in mind that even at its maximum level, armor is ineffective in preventing damage from energy weapons. You would need ablative shields or force screens to protect you against such attacks.

“I didn’t see either of those upgrade options available, Seymour,” I said. “What are you holding out on me?”

Those upgrade paths are not yet available to you, Jay. They will unlock once you have reached the maximum level in any two of the core upgrade paths.

“Great,” I said, “That is some shitty design right there. Can’t we skip the basics and move on to the advanced stuff? I don’t want to waste a bunch of souls buying abilities I’ll outgrow in a couple of days.”

The design of the upgrade paths serves a very important purpose. You cannot simply jump to the advanced abilities without first strengthening your armor and yourself. If you’re concerned about wasting souls, perhaps this will convince you to follow the advice of your trusty AI companion when it comes to purchasing upgrades. I will not lead you astray.

“Ha, you’re hilarious,” I said and dropped the dead alien’s pistol on his chest so I could pick up his axe with my one good arm. The savage weapon was longer than I was tall, and the blade alone weighed a good sixty or seventy pounds. I could’ve carried it, maybe even swung it, but fight with it? Any attack I made would have knocked me off balance for the rest of my life.

This is, indeed, a weapon made for a much mightier warrior than yourself.

“Then why am I the one standing here while he’s dead?” I said.

Seymour didn’t have a smartass answer for my question, so I enjoyed the silence as I wrestled the alien’s helmet off. It hugged his head extra tight, and my one uninjured arm almost wasn’t up to the task. I had to stand on his face and pull on one of the helmet’s horns to get the leverage necessary to yank it off him.

“Damn, son, have you always been this ugly?” I asked, shaking my head.

He is a member of the Togar race. Their primitive culture was bred for size, strength, and viciousness, not for such petty concerns as physical attractiveness. They are among the most powerful and feared warriors in this galactic cluster.

“Well, how about that,” I said, “and I killed one all by myself.”

The space troll’s helmet was far too big and heavy for me to wear, but maybe his brother would want it. Or I could keep it as a trophy. If these guys were such badasses, I wanted something to commemorate my victory.

You should take the skull if you want a trophy. My previous avatar kept several as a reminder of his great prowess.

“Your previous avatar is dead as a doornail, so he isn’t much of a role model. I’m not taking anyone’s fucking skull,” I said. “Don’t be gross.”

Suit yourself. Perhaps one day you will not be so squeamish and will look back upon this decision as another one of your many missed opportunities. I suppose we will have to settle for the helmet.

I rolled my eyes. Seymour’s insistence on murder was bad enough, I really didn’t need him giving me advice on how to take trophies.

I turned my attention back to the troll’s head and tried to imagine what his skull would even look like. Big, ugly, and a colossal waste of space.

“What the fuck is this?” I asked Seymour when I spotted something nestled in the dead alien’s ear. I dug my armored finger into the Togar’s ear until a small, rubbery bud about the size of my pinky nail popped loose.

The pressure increased behind my eyes as Seymour examined my find, and I swear I heard the gnashing of gears as he tried to work out what he saw. Seymour had been gone a very long time, and shit had changed a lot while he’d been slumming it on Earth.

It’s a communication device. I believe it uses mandibular resonation to transmit input to and from the wearer.

The black rubbery surface wasn’t bloody, but there were a few sticky clots of alien earwax stuck to it. I flicked those off with the tip of my finger.

“Let’s see how it works,” I said. After a few moments of concentration, the armor around my head retracted into my skin with an unpleasant creeping sensation.

“I’m never going to get used to that,” I said and plugged in the earbud into the hole in my head. It was a tight fit, but the bud was squishy enough to slip inside without resistance. After it was safely inside my ear, the malleable bud expanded just enough to keep it snug inside the ear canal.

There was a faint hiss of white noise as I seated the bud, but the sound vanished almost entirely once the communications device was in place. It was so comfortable to wear I didn’t even feel it after the first few seconds, and some technowizardry kept it from blocking my normal hearing on that side.

Do you always stick random objects you find on your victims into your skull?

“It’s not any worse than having someone stuff my body with weird nanotech armor,” I said, “And I’m not about to pass up the chance to eavesdrop on these guys. Any intel is good intel.”

A faint murmur of distant voices tickled my ear, and I could almost hear them. I turned in a slow circle, straining to find the source of the voices. A little to the right, a little more, and…

“Look at him. Standing there like an idiot,” a woman said to her friend. The pair of them were on the far side of the street, their heads bent together and their bulging, frog-like eyes trained on me.

“Whoa,” I said, stunned I could understand her. Even if she was mocking me, it was a big step up from mocking me in a language I didn’t understand. “It’s a translator.”

A poor one, I’m sure.

“Better than nothing,” I muttered and turned my attention back to the dead guy’s loot.

With one arm out of commission, I struggled to carry all the gear I’d scavenged from the alien I’d killed. I crammed the pistol’s barrel into the helmet and wedged the oversized weapon in place. A quick shake test told me it wasn’t going anywhere without a helping hand, which was good enough for what I needed. I scooped up the big knife the dead guy’s twin had given me from where I’d left it on the ground and stuffed it into the helmet alongside the pistol. It was ugly, but it worked.

There was a short loop of leather fixed through the end of the axe’s handle. I fashioned a slip knot from the strap, which I then tightened around the helmet’s horn. The axe was big, but I was able to lift it onto my shoulder and balance it there with the assistance of the counterweight from the massive helmet and pistol opposite the blade.

What an ingenious solution to your puzzle, monkey. Would you like a banana?

“Oh, fuck off,” I said, as I headed for the bar the other mercenaries had entered a few minutes before. “You’re just jealous that I have opposable thumbs and the best you can manage is some hentai tentacles.”

Walking into the dive was like being transported a billion miles back home. The smell of greasy food, the astringent bite of alcohol in the air, and the familiar, yet exotic, aroma of the alien equivalent of cigarette smoke nearly brought tears to my eyes. It was nice to know that no matter where you were in the universe, some things didn’t change. Warriors wanted to eat, drink, and smoke. There might have even been prostitutes upstairs…

Focus on the task at hand, Avatar. I know your primitive kind are obsessed with breeding. This instinct may have been my biggest mistake when creating your miserable species.

“Pretty sure you made some other mistakes,” I said. “If I’m the cream of the crop, you suck at playing God.”

The dead troll’s big brother was seated at the back of the joint, his enormous blue head and shock of sapphire hair clearly visible from the doorway. The brother didn’t see me when I entered, but I didn’t wait for him to pick me out of the crowd. I was following up on his invitation, so he apparently had something to say to me. I headed toward his seat, juggling the massive weapons I’d looted from his sibling, and forged a path through the boisterous crowd.

I dropped the weapons and the helmet on his table with a clatter that drew half the eyes in the room and threw myself into a seat across from him without waiting to be acknowledged. He stared at me while I wrestled the pistol and knife out of the helmet, and I pretended to ignore the weight of his gaze until I’d emptied it on the floor and it was sitting on the floor next to my chair. I needed him to think I was on solid footing here. I didn’t want him to assume I was a newbie tourist looking for thrills. I was a professional, and he needed to understand that from the start.

The big man eyeballed the equipment I’d scattered across the table in front of him, leaned back in his chair, and curled his fingers behind his head.

“I’ll be honest. I didn’t think you’d have the balls to show up here after what you did,” he said, flashing me a smile a shark would’ve been proud to own. “Killing a man’s brother and then turning up at his bar in time for drinks and dinner takes a lot of guts. Or it shows you’re the kind of asshole who likes to come around and rub people’s noses in their mess.”

“I didn’t come looking for a fight,” I said and hoped there was an earbud translator plugged into the malformed jug handles jutting from the sides of his head. This guy didn’t just have cauliflower ears, he had fucking guacamole ears.

“You wandered through ten blocks of Howling Legion territory, strolled through streets literally glowing with signs warning people to stay the fuck out, and you expect me to believe you weren’t spoiling for an ass-kicking?” He dug a long black stick out of the chest pocket of his vest and stuffed it between his lips. He chomped down hard on the end in his mouth, and the opposite end of the stick flared to life with a venomous green glow. “Either you’re an idiot who can’t read signs, or you think I’m a moron who can’t smell a lie. Which is it?”

It was a relief to see the big alien did have one of the buds plugged into his ear, too. I was amazed at how well the translators worked. It was going to be very nice to not have to worry about Seymour’s sarcastic input into every conversation.

Don’t get too excited about this toy yet, Avatar. Not everyone will have such advanced technology at their disposal. There will be many opportunities to translate for you in the future.

The thick tendrils of smoke leaking from the end of the blue alien’s cigarette, or whatever the fuck it was, curled across the table. The emerald smoke smelled faintly of the sandalwood incense that seemed to be everywhere during my time in Afghanistan. It wasn’t unpleasant, but the smoke made the edges of my thoughts fuzzy.

Perhaps intoxication will make you more willing to follow my advice. May I suggest you kill this one?

“No one’s ever accused me of being a rocket scientist,” I said, ignoring Seymour and focusing on the alien. “I’m not familiar with your written language, so the signs didn’t make much of an impression on me. I’m just looking for a few side jobs.”

I tried to give off the air of a guy who had plenty of work but was keeping his options open. This cock goblin didn’t need to know I’d have taken any job that would come close to clearing Seymour’s tab.

The big alien took a few moments to size me up. He stroked his chin with one hand and sucked on the oversized cigarette clamped between his lips.

“You’re a lucky man,” he said, then gestured at my armor. “Assuming there’s a man under your shiny metal shell.”

“It’s been a few hours since I last pissed, but I was definitely a man then,” I said. “You want to check for yourself? I could whip it out right here if that’s more your thing.”

It was a risk insulting the big guy, but one I needed to take. I didn’t want him to think I was above throwing jokes around, and I definitely didn’t want him to think I was afraid of him.

Which I was, just a wee bit.

“I’ll pass,” he said with a chuckle that sucked the tension out of the air. He wasn’t going to kill me. At least not then.

“You killed our bouncer. Can’t say I’m happy he’s dead, seeing as he was my little brother, but maybe he should have spent less time drinking rotgut and more time practicing with his stupid axe. Anyway, you took him down, fair and square. Rules say the job’s yours if you want it,” he said. “The pay’s pretty shit, but the place doesn’t get too rowdy. Mostly you’ll hang around, soak up the free booze and meals, and remind people to take their beefs to the arena instead of shooting the place up.”

He laughed, then leaned forward and slammed his chair’s front legs back onto the floor with a thunderous bang. He thrust his massive hand toward me, and I hesitated to shake it. Each of his fingers was as big around as my wrist, and if he wanted to get macho with me, I imagined he’d have no trouble crushing my hand into a meaty pulp.

This is an accurate assessment. Based on his size and musculature, your Level 1 armor will not protect you from crippling damage. Then again, if you don’t shake his hand, he will most likely be insulted

I steeled myself and grabbed one of the alien’s enormous fingers. I gave it a squeeze, but not enough to challenge his position.

He closed his fist around my fingers, and I was very proud of myself for not jerking my hand out of that vise of muscle. The blue alien stared at me, a slight grin twitching at the corners of his mouth, but he didn’t try to crush my hand like an empty beer can.

Thank God.

“My name’s Morl Karn. Whatta they call you?” he asked and released my hand.

“Jay Lucas,” I said, my nerves wound up tighter than a golf ball’s guts. The mercenary was playing it cool, for the moment, but I had a big ask coming. Being a bouncer at his dive bar wasn’t going to pay Seymour’s repair bill. Before my nerve deserted me, I jumped right into the deep end. “Thanks for the job offer, but I was looking for something with a little higher pay grade. I’ve got experience with high-risk, high-reward work and don’t get mind getting my hands bloody.”

“Well, maybe I might have something,” Morl said, then looked around the bar to make sure no one was listening in on our little conversation. “You handled yourself well against my brother, but I can’t let just anyone in on the job I’ve got running. You’ve got military experience?”

“I am a warrior,” I said, and then gestured at my armor. “Recently upgraded protective gear, but I’ll need better weapons. I’m afraid what I scavenged isn’t quite my size or style.”

Morl laughed and swept the weapons off the table. He leaned around me and hollered to someone on the far side of the bar.

“Lon, round up a blitz gun and a pair of bolt hammers for the new guy. A small weapon harness, too. Looks like he forgot to bring his guns.”

I followed my host’s gaze across the bar to the pair of skinny albinos I’d seen earlier. One of them nodded, and his colorless hair floated around his head in slow motion, as if he was submerged in a pool of half-frozen water. He moved with an eerie grace, too fast and somehow too slow at the same time, and vanished through a door on the other side of the room to carry out Morl’s order.

“Thanks,” I said, trying to hide my embarrassment at having to borrow guns behind a veil of indifference. Thank whatever god was listening that he couldn’t see my face. Then my stomach spoke up for me. I glanced down at my grumbling stomach, shrugged, and asked, “Who do I have to kill to get some food around here?”

“You’ve already killed him,” Morl laughed. “Between you and me, I kept telling Throd he needed to be careful challenging everyone who wandered into our territory. Warned him it’d get him killed, and here you are.”

“If it’s any consolation, I didn’t want to kill your brother,” I said. “I needed work and heard there might be some to be had in your neck of the woods. Never expected to have someone post up on me like that.”

“Anj, two bowls of chili,” Morl barked to the bartender who nodded and headed toward a swinging door on the bar’s far wall. He turned his attention back to me, “Throd’s wife is going to be pissed he’s dead, but I’ll cash out his stake in the Legion and shut her up.”

“So, what kind of work have you got?” I asked Morl in an attempt to steer the conversation away from his dead brother and toward my reason for coming here in the first place. “I need to make money. A lot of money.”

The space troll across from me scratched his chin with thick, blunted fingers, and puffed on his cigarette. The black stick’s tip glowed brighter with every puff, and the smoke became a dense cloud the exact color of freshly cut grass. Morl looked around the bar for a moment, as if considering how much he could tell me, then shrugged and dove into his explanation.

“Our outfit, the Howling Legion, is mostly ex-military. Guys from local militias, GalactiCorps forces, even some corporate goons. We’ve got outposts and bases scattered all over the sector, but we’re bigger than that.”

Two steaming bowls of viscous red slop landed on the table in front of us. The waitress, a skinny twig of an alien with tentacles for legs and an enormous compound eye planted in the center of her spatulate face, flung a pair of copper-colored spoons into the bowls. She raised her single eyebrow in my direction, shrugged, and then walked off.

“Friendly help,” I said.

This will not be the chili you are accustomed to, Avatar. The translator seems to be unable to convey the true nature of this bowl of processed proteins, emulsified vegetable matter, and borderline poisonous spices. Ingesting it may be hazardous to your digestion.

“Sounds like chili to me,” I thought, wincing slightly at the effort it took to talk to Seymour this way.

I was merely pointing out how the translator you are relying on may not be as reliable as the hyper-intelligent artificial intelligence you are used to depending upon.

“You think you’re smarter than this piece of disposable electronics that does its job without giving me any grief,” I thought to Seymour. “I guess we’ll see.”

I’ll remember this discussion, Avatar, when we run into something your little toy can’t figure out for you. Perhaps I may be convinced to aid you before you wander into something deadly.

I rolled my eyes, glad Morl couldn’t see through my helmet.

The entire conversation with Seymour lasted less time than it took for Morl to drain half his chili. The bowl was comically small in his enormous hand, and I wondered how many of those he needed to down before he was full.

“Anj is a little uptight around strangers,” Morl said, reminding me I’d commented on the help’s attitude. “Plus, your look is intimidating as fuck to some folks. You ever hear the legend of the Reapers?”

You should play into this, Avatar. Having everyone fear you are the embodiment of their primitive racial memories could be very useful. They might even overlook how terrible you are at harvesting souls.

“I haven’t heard of them, but you were telling me about the size of your organization,” I said, as I leaned over my bowl and ignored Seymour. There was no way I was going to walk around pretending to be an ancient nightmare straight out of some alien’s vacation bible school stories.

The fumes rising from the chili made my eyes water, and the intense burn of spices punched me smack in the nose. The red glop was the brilliant red of lava, and darker chunks bobbed up to its surface like survivors of a grisly shipwreck. I probed one of them with my spoon, and it floated away but didn’t open any eyes or try to bite my spoon.

That was good enough for my stomach.

“I can’t give you the whole rundown,” Morl continued, “but let’s just say we’ve got enough work for an outfit three times our size, and there’s no end to it in sight. The problem is, attrition is a little high these days.”

I retracted my mask away from my mouth and shoveled a steaming spoonful of crimson chili down my gullet. The one thing the military taught me about eating is that you put whatever’s in front of you into your stomach and worry about how it tastes later. My body needed fuel, or at least it wanted it, and I wasn’t about to deny it any longer.

Eat if you wish, although it will dull your fighting instincts, and make you far too comfortable. You should learn to thrive on pain, to sharpen your instincts against its rough surface. Otherwise, you will never advance beyond your pathetic immaturity to fulfill your role.

The “chili” wasn’t like anything I’d ever eaten before. It didn’t taste bad, not really, but the spices were so heavy my tongue went numb after the first bite, and my throat felt like a pack of crackhead weasels were using it as a slip and slide after the second. The thick and spicy broth surrounding the chunks of meat had a glutinous, sticky quality that made it hard to swallow and almost impossible to chew. The meat was stringy and not exactly tough, but the fibers found an annoying way of wedging themselves between my molars with every chomp. Still, it was food, and I didn’t immediately start puking, so down the hatch it went.

Morl finished his chili in a single gulp and dropped the empty bowl on the table.

“To be honest, Throd’s not the biggest loss I’ve had to deal with in the past few days. I’m low on bodies willing to risk their necks for bigger paydays, which is why we’re having this little chit-chat.” Morl licked his lips. “Sound good to you?”

He’s speaking your language, Avatar. How do you think he knows you don’t believe in dodging attacks? You two are almost soulmates.

“Can’t say I’m looking to soak up bullets, but I’m more than willing to throw some lead downrange,” I said and showed Morl my version of a shark’s grin. “If you’ve got fighting to do, sign me up. But where’s an outfit get such a steady stream of hot jobs?”

“Terrorist actions are heating up all over Dominion territory, and the government doesn’t have enough troops to handle every hotspot. They’re always on the lookout for contractors. The Legion spends a lot of time putting down uprisings, dealing with terror threats, and rounding up malcontents. It’s not always glamorous, and it’s always dangerous as fuck, but it pays the bills. Very well.”

Something about Morl’s choice of words bothered me. Throwing around the terrorism boogeyman tended to mean lots of ugly close-up fighting against entrenched locals, but I shoved my personal concerns aside. I’d just wiped out a whole ship of bug people and didn’t have a lot of ethical headroom to worry about whether the Howling Legion was upholding freedom or propping up a dictator.

Still, that didn’t mean I couldn’t ask questions.

“Tell me about this Dominion,” I said. “Mostly, tell me about their deep, deep pockets.”

Morl laughed and eased forward in his chair. He leaned on the table, taking up most of the available space with forearms the size of my calves. His scarred fists bracketed my bowl of chili, and I did my best not to growl. Food aggression isn’t pretty in dogs, it’s really not pretty in humans.

“They’re the government of record,” Morl said with a shrug. “They’re a little heavy-handed when it comes to enforcing their laws, but that’s good for our business, right? But even if they were sweet old ladies who only wanted to deliver cookies to everyone in the galactic cluster, we’d still never run out of work. They’re holding the reins on thousands of worlds, ruling trillions of people. We’re looking at a lot of potential bad guys to shoot.”

Oh, I like the sound of this. Let’s look into working directly for this Dominion. They would love to get their hands on you. Kill this mercenary and take his place.

“They sound like they would slice me apart to find out how my armor works,” I thought to Seymour.

You worry too much. If they try to remove the armor, you’ll just have to kill them all.

I was halfway through my meal, and the chili was growing on me. The exotic spices did things to my taste buds I’d never experienced before. The pain had subsided to a dull throb that faded further from my thoughts with every the mouthful. Honestly, I was kinda starting to like it. Greasy, heavy on the protein, super spicy to hide any weirdness from the rendering fats and muscle fibers in the meat. I gave it a six out of ten, would eat again even if I wasn’t starving.

“You’ve got something coming up?” I asked. “What’s the pay?”

“Here’s the deal,” Morl said, laying his cards on the table. “You get what you’re worth. My dead brother was pulling down enough credits to keep himself in booze and his wife happy. You took him out, which tells me you’re worth at least as much as he was, maybe a little more. We’ve got a very lucrative job coming up, and I’m leaning toward bringing you in on it. I’m anticipating some up close wet work, and I think you can cover Throd’s spot. You interested?”

I slurped up the last of my soup and tried to pretend I wasn’t ready to jump at the offer. My belly was full, but there was a hunger in me no food would ever satisfy.

Ah, yes, you feel it. Indulge yourself, Jay. There’s no reason to be coy about your love of battle. Harvesting the souls of the unworthy filth littering the universe is your right as my Avatar. Take the job.

“How much?” I asked as I shoved the bowl into the center of the table. Morl was skirting around the pay issue, so I decided to put a little time pressure on him. After all, I knew he was a man down. “And how soon? I’m a pretty busy guy, but I can make some space for you on my calendar if you’re ready to go.”

“Potentially millions on the upside of this job,” Morl said with a shit-eating grin. “You can play coy all you want, but for what I’m paying you’ll work on my schedule.”

An electric tingle of excitement raced up my spine, and the sudden rush of saliva into my mouth wasn’t just residual from the weird chili I’d eaten. I didn’t know what the exchange rate was from dollars to whatever the fuck they used for money out here, but millions sounded like a lot.

It had better be because the repair costs have been estimated. It will require almost four million credits to complete the environmental control unit exchange and reconfigure the damage to my internal structures.

“Fucking awesome,” I thought, and the pain I felt was as much from my vanished riches as from the effort. “You’re spending money faster than I can make it.”

Perhaps you should look in the mirror to see who’s behind our crippling debt. If you’d been a little quicker, Avatar, we wouldn’t be swimming in a sea of red ink. Also, I wouldn’t have suffered such exquisite agony.

“You’re not the only one who’s suffered some pain, you know, Mr. Intergalactic Kidnapper,” I thought to Seymour, and winced at the flickers of pain between my brain cells.

“That’s a pretty sweet number,” I said to Morl. “You definitely have my attention. You want to fill me in on the details?”

Morl’s lips tightened as he considered how much he could trust me. I wasn’t anyone to him, just some guy who’d wandered into his territory and promptly slaughtered his brother, but there was a spark of recognition in his eyes. He’d recognize me as a fellow warrior which carried more weight than most would ever know. Finally, he shrugged and leaned in even closer.

“We’ve got a high-value target on the station,” he said. “My people are working on pinning down the exact location, but it’ll take a couple of days to get all the specifics ironed out.”

Morl’s purple tongue darted over his blue lips, and he raked his thick fingers back through the wiry shock of unruly hair on top of his head.

“Everybody gets a quarter mil at the end of the job. If we nail our target to the wall, everybody earns another hundred grand, and the trigger man gets a solid million for his or her trouble. Bringing the target in alive is worth an extra two hundred and fifty. The merc who puts the cuffs on gets three million. And, because it’s a Dominion job, it’s all tax-free.”

I ran the math, and my heart sank. Best case, I was going to be a million short of getting Seymour out of hock. Worst case, I was putting my dick in the noose and would barely earn enough to pay the interest on whatever loan shark financing my murderous AI had arranged.

“Any other spiffs you’re trying to keep to yourself?” I asked. I’d never met a professional who didn’t tilt the odds in their favor. My guess was there were other bonuses Morl would collect without telling the rest of us. I wanted a piece of that action.

Morl shook his head, and let out a long, rumbling chuckle.

“None I’m going to tell a newb like you about,” he said and winked at me. “Smart move asking, though. I like your initiative. Keep your hand out of my pocket, though, if you want to keep it attached to the end of your arm.”

“Fuck it. I’m in. Drink to it?” I asked and grinned right along with Morl.

He whistled sharply, a sound so shrill and piercing it felt like an ice pick jammed into each of my eardrums. He held two fingers over his head, and the waitress shouted back at him and snatched a pair of massive tankards from the rack above the bar.

“That’s a snazzy set of armor you got there,” Morl said, one wiry eyebrow cocked. “Where’d you get it?”

From the most compassionate and generous artificial intelligence in the known galaxy.

“Some asshole bolted it to me as an experiment,” I said with a shrug. “It’s one-of-a-kind. I’ve got no idea how it works, but I can’t take it off, and they only ever made one.”

I’m not an asshole, Jay. Don’t you want your new friends to know about our very special relationship?

“Can’t fault me for asking,” he said. “If you had a line on where we could find some more, we could do a smash and grab and get all my boys and girls kitted out like reapers. We’d be fucking unstoppable.”

Now, there is an idea. Imagine how much more efficient this brute would be as my new, Avatar. I wonder if I could move the armor to a new host body without—

“No dice,” I said to both of them. The thought of Seymour trying to yank the armor out of me curdled my stomach. If he was looking for brute strength and mass, the mook across the table from me fit the bill perfectly.

Togar are very impressive specimens. They take orders well, and they’re very fond of violence.

“Ah, well,” Morl said. “I guess it wasn’t meant to be.”

“You know what?” I thought at Seymour, too frustrated to care about the pain it caused me. “If you want to take Morl, go for it. I’m sick of your whining about what a shitty host I am. Take your armor and shove it up someone else’s ass.”

There was a moment’s pause, during which I felt Seymour’s thoughts churning against mine as he sought a snarky response.

I…

An emotional flash passed from Seymour to me. I was too shocked to pop off with a snarky one-liner, because the murderous robot was actually embarrassed.

I cannot, Avatar. You wound me with your callous words. You know I am damaged and my resources were depleted by the creation of the armor I gifted it to you. I was only trying to encourage you to live up to your potential. You’re being an asshole, again.

Before I could respond to Seymour’s emotional jiu jitsu, a pair of heavy tankards smacked the table in front of us. Morl’s was the size of my torso, but mine was a more reasonable forearm length. I looked up to thank the waitress. Much to my surprise, there was no waitress.

Instead, four new aliens stared at me, their eyes boring holes into mine. Their numerous weapons weren’t drawn, but their tense postures and hostile glares told me they were a very short second away from turning this place into a shooting gallery.

“This is the crew you’ll be with,” Morl said. “Throd ran with them pretty regularly, and you’re the new Throd. If they’ll have you.”

A four-foot high alien with a flexible tapir’s snout, and a matted coat of fur I wouldn’t wish on my least favorite dog thrust one nailed hand toward me. He clenched his fist and waited for me to bump it.

“Name’s Hab,” he said, his words muffled by the tangled curls hanging down from his snout. “I fly. Screamers, podhoppers, orbital skiffs, whatever. Don’t get in my way and we won’t have any problems.”

Oh, look, your pilot is a talking lint ball. Is he an improvement over the most sophisticated AI in the universe?

The next mercenary to offer his hand was a tall, gray alien covered in thick, scabby growths. He wore a loose-fitting tunic that left his arms and lower legs bare, probably because he couldn’t find any clothes capable of containing his ridiculously overdeveloped muscles. He had five or six biceps on each arm, and forearms bigger than Morl’s. His hands were radially symmetrical, with four thick, five-knuckled fingers on each one. When he clenched his fist, it was the size of a bowling ball.

“Ruyock,” he said, and his breath was surprisingly sweet with hints of vanilla and cookie dough lacing each of his words. “Heavy weapons assault.”

Before the big man’s last words died away, the slender albinos I’d seen on the street extended their right hands in my direction. They moved with an eerie synchronization that made me feel like I was seeing double. Before I could pull my hand away, their long, slender fingers wrapped around mine, twining together in an intricate, unsettling display of manual dexterity. Despite their fragile appearance, their hands kept mine locked in place as they stared into my eyes.

“Won and Lon,” they said together, “close combat specialists. You smell like death.”

“Thanks,” I said, and a blast of raw force blew through the front of my head and buried itself deep inside my brain. My vision flared and turned white, and every muscle fiber in my body went so taut it felt like I’d pissed on a high voltage line.

Even more terrifying, the attack had dislodged Seymour from my thoughts. He left a smartass-sized hole in my brain. For a moment, I found myself actually worried that he wouldn’t come back.

Twin intruders filled the hole left by Seymour. Delicate tendrils of alien thought flickered across the surface of my brain and licked at my memories. They weren’t digging deep, but they were looking for something very specific. I had no idea how to protect myself from their intrusion, but figuring out how to keep my brain from getting fingerbanged by any alien with ESP shot right to the top of my to-do list.

The albinos released my hand, and I shrank away from them, feeling greasy and tainted by their touch, even through my armor. They watched me and licked their lips, and the raw hunger in their deep, red eyes made my balls want to crawl up into my stomach.

“He’s clean,” the twins said at the same time. “No Heresy implants and no nativist sympathies. He wants to work, and there was something about a partner—”

“What the fuck was that all about?” I demanded from Morl. I needed to get them off the subject of my partner before they decided to dig deeper and found Seymour. “The next time one of your freaks digs into my brain, I’ll gut them before they have a chance to tell you what they found.”

As if these primitive witches could capture me with their crude probes. Fear not, Avatar, you will never be separated from me for long.

“You know how it is,” Morl said, without a hint of apology in his words. “The bad guys have sleeper cells and brainjumpers all over the goddamned place. Sorry if we spooked you, but we needed to get a quick peek into your noggin to make sure you could be trusted.”

“And how do I know I can trust you?” I asked. “Your little trick isn’t great for building my confidence in your trustworthy nature.”

“Hey,” Morl said, hands raised defensively. “You’re the one who showed up on my doorstep and killed my brother. What makes you think I give a shit if you trust me or not?”

The tension around the table stretched itself into a tight wire looped around all our necks. One wrong move from any of us could have set off a violent chain reaction that would have left a lot of bodies on the floor and a lot of blood on the walls.

Kill them. Don’t let them make the first move, Avatar. After you harvest their souls, kill everyone in this shithole of a bar. Then continue your work with the rest of this station.

Instead of listening to the homicidal maniac in my head, I raised both hands above the table palms out and gave Morl a slow nod.

“You’re right,” I said, keeping my voice low and calm. “Having your brain groped get to third base on the first date was a little aggressive, but we’re cool.”

“Then don’t just sit there, introduce yourself,” Morl said with a wide grin. He hooked his arm around my neck and yanked me across the table for a quick alien noogie before I could duck out of the way. “We’re all friends, now, man. Don’t let someone groping your brain fuck everything up.”

Ah, you’ve made new friends. How cute.

“My name’s Jay Lucas,” I said, and Hab snickered like it was the funniest thing he’d heard in years. The rest of the mercenaries frowned at their pilot, which made me feel all warm and fuzzy. “I’m a professional ground pounder. Point me toward a target, and I’ll shut it down. Guaranteed.”

Ruyock smiled, and scabby flakes peeled off his lips to reveal threads of raw, red meat. His laughter was infectious, despite his grotesque appearance. “I like this one, he’s a dreamer.”

That got tittering laughter from Won and Lon, who grinned their creepy identical grins as they placed their identical hands on their identical hips. I was sure I’d never be able to tell those two apart.

“Who’re we going to fuck up?” I asked. I learned long ago that knowing what you are doing, and who you were doing it to, was the most crucial part of any mission’s success. So far, I had some vague details, but nothing concrete enough to put a pin in. I felt like I was going in blind, which never worked out well.

“I’m keeping it to myself for now,” Morl said, and took a big drink from his mug. Streams of green booze sloshed over his lower lips and dribbled onto the table. “Mission’s in two days. You come back here, right after zero hour, and we’ll all get the details at the same time.”

I lifted my mug to my face and breathed deeply before sucking down a drink. There was a familiar scent of yeast and hops, but also a burning, scalding intensity that made my nose twitch and my taste buds recoil in horror.

I cannot guarantee this poison will not kill you. But, go ahead, drink it all down. Cloud your thoughts with toxins, kill the brain cells I have so carefully protected.

I gulped down some booze, which tasted every bit as shitty and hateful as it smelled. I raised the tankard, sketched a salute to my new teammates, and said, “Two days, then. In the meantime, let’s get drunk.”

Hab and Ruyock shouted their approval and hustled off to the bar to fetch a round of drinks for the table. I was warming up to the idea of getting good and fucked up with my crew, but then the whole night went to shit.

The bar’s door burst open, scouring the interior with a blast of light that sent everyone scrambling for cover. I hadn’t seen Morl move, but in the time it took me to blink he drew a three-barreled pistol and aimed it at the door.

A trio of lanky figures clad in shadow-gray ponchos stood in the doorway, their faces hidden behind blacked-out metal masks. Their hands rested on the butts of the pistols dangling from their belts, but they hadn’t yet stepped into the bar.

“Ahh fuck,” the big gang leader said. “It’s the Dominion. They aren’t supposed to show up here. We’ve got trouble.”
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Chapter 8

“Sorry about this, new blood,” Morl growled as he glared at the three newcomers, “but it looks like drinks are off the table.”

He didn’t wait for me to respond. Instead, he stood up from his seat and shouted so everyone in the place heard him.

“Hold your fire,” he barked, “The Dominion are here to see me.”

The crowd seemed to calm slightly, and most moved to put their weapons away. The trio of dark-armored figures stepped into the bar, and they seemed to float toward Morl like black storm clouds.

“I take it this is my cue to give you some privacy?” I asked.

“Best if you fuck off for a bit,” he agreed. “But don’t go too far. Drinks are free at the bar, shitter’s in the back, and you can track down Lon for your gear. This won’t take long.”

“Thanks,” I said, and pushed back from the table.

The trio of figures brushed past me, and I realized they were all females. They’d pushed back their ponchos and the form-hugging armor left little to the imagination.

It really had been far too long since I’d had any quality time with a woman. Hell, I wasn’t even picky about species anymore.

The bathroom wasn’t the horror show I’d feared, and there were plenty of spacious stalls sized for monsters like Morl and his brother. I picked one of them and slipped inside, then shut and locked the door behind me. The toilet didn’t have a lid, so I leaned against the wall.

“Can you do anything for this arm?” I whispered and hoped Seymour was listening. “It’s fucking killing me and I think we’re about to move.”

May I have permission to alter your armor?

“You have my permission to alter my armor, but only enough to fix my dislocated shoulder,” I said. “As soon as you’re done, you will return control of the armor to me.”

I felt like a lawyer on a bad sitcom, but I knew if I didn’t make my wishes very clear, Seymour would take advantage of my permission to do something heinous.

Without warning, the armor seized up around my injured shoulder. The pressure mounted and my breath caught in my throat. I was sure Seymour was going to rip my arm off and leave it on the ground.

There was a wet pop, and my vision went black. Pain speared through my shoulder and into my brain, leaving me too dazed to move.

You’re welcome.

I took a long, shuddering breath, and flexed my arm. With great care, I rotated my arm in a circle to see if it still worked.

“I’ll be damned, you really did fix it,” I said.

Of course. I only want the best for you, Avatar. Especially if the best makes you better at killing and harvesting souls.

Speaking of the very best, I have also taken advantage of your newfound wealth to request a complete shakedown and inventory of my existing systems. I’ve also requested a few minor mechanical upgrades that are cheaper to buy with credits than with souls. The total cost shouldn’t increase by more than a few million credits.

“A few million?” My fists clenched, and the first inch of my claws popped free of my forearms. I took a deep breath and brought my voice back down to a whisper. “What makes you think I’m going to be able to round up another several million credits so you can get your nails done?”

You’re resourceful, avatar. You will either come up with a way to pay our debts, or, together, we will kill everyone aboard the space station, consume their souls, and rise to new heights of power. This is the very definition of a win-win situation. Aren’t you glad you decided to become my minion?

“You have to be fucking kidding me,” I whispered through clenched teeth. “That is not how I remember the recruitment process, at all.”

One day, Avatar, you will remember it very differently indeed.

I cursed silently, used the restroom, then headed back out to the bar. Seymour was using money to manipulate me, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it. The dominator he’d tried to implant in my chest had failed because of the bible I had in my pocket, but Seymour was still doing a bang up job of controlling me. I needed to figure out some way to grab the reins of our fucked up relationship, or I was screwed in the worst possible way.

The bartender stopped me as I passed her station and shoved a webbed combat harness into my hands. The material was light and springy, flexible but durable. It was heavy, and a quick examination showed me the reason for the weight. The harness held three extended magazines I assumed were for the rifle and six shorter magazines that looked like they’d fit the pistols.

“Lon asked me to give this to you,” Her thin lips were drawn into an annoyed line. “Here’s the rest. I don’t suppose you’ll be tipping me?”

She slapped an ugly assault rifle on the bar and dropped a pair of boxy pistols next to it. I shrugged into the harness, and the webbing tightened around my armor and secured itself with invisible catches. Nice.

“If this job goes half as well as I hope, there’ll be a fat tip for you when I get back,” I promised.

“None of these jobs ever go as smoothly as anyone hopes,” she said with a snort. “But I’m holding you to it, if you come back.”

I’ll never understand why you tolerate such rudeness. And who knows what good fortune may befall you for murdering her. The last time you killed their bouncer, it set you up for a job worth millions. I advise you use the weapon she gave you to kill her. That will be delightfully ironic, and we’ll also gain a soul.

I Ignored Seymour’s words, slotted the first pistol into the harness’s chest rig, and found a home for the second sidearm on my right hip. The instant the pistols entered the holsters, the material closed around them like hungry Venus flytraps. I didn’t see any obvious sensors or tech to make them function, but the devices seemed to read my mind and released my weapons as soon as my palms rested on their handles.

The rifle attached to a magnetic back rig anchored to my left shoulder and right hip. Reaching for the stock caused both mounts to swivel, bringing the weapon into my hands so smoothly I had to try it again to believe it. I’d never seen anything like the harness. Technology could be a beautiful thing.

You could have integrated weapon mounts if you’d focused on upgrading your armor. But, no, you’d rather prance around in your harness like a pretty little pony.

“You’re just jealous that I got new toys while you are stuck on the proctologist’s bed with your ass up in the air,” I hissed under my breath, but Seymour didn’t answer, so I found an unoccupied booth and watched Morl talking to the trio of shadowy women.

All four of their heads were bowed over a glowing slate resting on the table. One of the women jabbed at the slate with a gloved finger, pointing something out to Morl. The big mercenary nodded and stroked his chin, then asked a question. They talked for a few more minutes, but no amount of straining let me pick up on their conversation.

Morl reached across the table and closed his hand over the woman’s gloved hand. He grinned, showing way too many of his massive white teeth, and nodded. The woman nodded in turn, then slid her hand from under Morl’s. She stood, gave him a curt nod, then motioned for her companions to leave. The cloaked women glided through the crowded room like a pair of eels threading their way through a coral reef and vanished through the front door. The leader bowed low to Morl before stalking across the bar. Somewhere along the way I lost track of her. One moment, she was right there, the next there wasn’t a trace of her to be found.

Morl stood up from his table the instant the doors swung closed behind the women.

“Our timetable has changed,” he called out to the entire bar. “If you haven’t been assigned a team for this next job, leave. Pilots, I know you’re all here, get any members of your team who aren’t already in this bar here. Now.”

Half the bar’s patrons bolted through the swinging doors like their asses were on fire. Everyone left moved in Morl’s direction and stood around his table waiting for orders. A few minutes later, there were twenty of us standing around Morl’s table while he fiddled with the slate the women had left behind.

“All right,” Morl said, “looks like everyone’s here. Let’s get this show on the road.”

He flicked his hands forward, and red beams of light lanced out of hidden sockets in the bar’s dingy ceiling. The lights flashed across the table with dizzying speed, and the glowing crimson lines created a perfect hologram of what I presumed was our target. It looked like a fairytale palace, complete with walled defenses with impressive towers at each corner. A spacious courtyard surrounded a central building topped with several thin spires that didn’t rise quite as high as the external towers.

“This, boys and girls, is where we’ll be heading as soon as we possibly can,” Morl said as he paced behind the hologram, hands clasped behind his back. “My eyes and ears have pinpointed our objective’s location, but there’s a good chance it is on the move. We need to hit it now, or we may miss our shot.

“The target is in the densely populated urban core near the center of New Ordeith. This works against us because security response time to this location is under fifteen minutes. If a patrol’s nearby, they’ll respond in ten minutes or fewer, which gives us very little time once the alarms sound.”

I had a dozen questions but kept my lip zipped. There was a chance Morl would answer my questions before he finished his briefing, and if he didn’t, I’d get the Q&A rolling as soon as he wrapped up.

“One good thing about this mission,” Morl continued, one massive finger raised into the air. “We don’t have to worry about active defenses at the target location. The urban core’s population density means these fuckers won’t have any beam weapons, cannons, rocket launchers, or any other defenses that could extend beyond their property lines.”

The bit of good news drew a cheer from the mercenary group gathered around the table. It was nice to hear we weren’t going to be flying into the teeth of a bunch of anti-aircraft guns or squaring off against a squad of rocket jockeys. But I’d been a Marine long enough to know better than to get excited, so I waited for Morl to drop the bad news on us like a bag of hammers.

“But, our sources tell me we can expect lots of passive resistance. Force screens, maybe even point defense shock walls. My eyes and ears haven’t been able to get us the details on exactly what to expect, and I don’t think we’ll have the info before we’re on target.” Morl dug another enormous cigarette out of a sling on his combat harness and chomped down on its butt. “I’m sure these dickheads will have troops on the ground, and they’re going to be armed to the teeth. Expect heavy weapons and a few combat vehicles.”

The rest of the mercenaries were grumbling at Morl’s description of the defenses we’d be facing. A whole palace of infantry against the twenty of us didn’t sound like a fair fight. Add a couple of science fiction tanks, and this was looking like a clusterfuck from the get-go.

I suspect your armor will get a workout today, Avatar. This will be an exhilarating time for us.

“Hey, assholes,” Morl growled around his smoking cigarette, “you thought this would be a cakewalk? Big paydays come after big risks, so don’t whine about some fucking bad guys between you and the money, all right?”

Most of the Legion ducked their heads away from Morl and stared at the ground between their feet. Nothing like a dressing down from your commanding officer to put you in your place. Morl had earned my respect for running a tight ship and keeping his eyes on the prize.

“As I was saying before you lot started crying, we’re looking at an intense ground defense from our target,” Morl grinned and spread his arms wide, “which is why we aren’t coming in on the ground. All the troops in the world won’t do them any good if they can’t reach us.”

I like this one. He has a good sense of tactics. You should spend more time with him. Learn from him. Stay close in case your armor doesn’t protect you from your own stupidity so I can try to acquire him as a replacement host.

“You want me to turn this guy over to you?” I thought, wincing a little as a crackling twinge of pain ripped through my brain. “If you’ve got such a hard-on for Morl, I’ll pass him a note and see if he likes you, too. Oh, that’s right. You can’t switch avatars because you already shot your load. You’re stuck with me.”

You taunt me with your cruelty, Jay. You are correct. I do not have the energy required to transfer the armor to another Avatar.

Yet.

Well, well, well. That put an interesting twist on things. If Seymour needed a shitload of spare souls to create a new Avatar, then he couldn’t just off me, no matter how much he might want to. As long as I kept spending the souls as fast as I earned them, he’d never build up enough of a nest egg to get rid of me.

Of course, it also meant he wasn’t likely to let me out from under his thumb any time. It was a double-edged sword, but at least I was the one holding it.

For the time being.

“Given the short window between our first strike and security forces from New Ordeith arriving to punch us all in the dicks, and the suspected resistance on the ground, we’re going for the path of least resistance,” Morl said. He tapped the tops of the four towers on the target’s perimeter, and they changed colors as he touched them: black, red, brown, and green “Our plan is simple. We’ll hit each of these towers, take down their passive defenses, then hop over to the central building for the main event.”

Morl pointed at the sharp tip of the tallest, skinniest spire jutting from the palace.

“The eyes and ears tell me this is the most likely location for our target. It’s centrally located so the towers’ passive defenses will protect it from aerial attacks, and it has minimal exposure to a ground assault thanks to some heavy duty choke points protecting its access routes.”

Hab jumped onto the edge of a table and shot his furry little hand into the air.

Morl rolled his eyes and puffed on his cigarette for a moment before sighing.

“Go ahead, Hab, get it out of your system,” Morl said with a sigh.

“I see Miggin, Baq, and Choggy,” Hab said, his words slightly slurred as if he’d had maybe one beer too many, “so we’ve got four pilots. You expect we’re going to be able to get Screamers through force screens and take out the towers with so few guns? If that’s your plan, I hope you’ve got a magic wand up your ass. Otherwise, we need to scrap this mess and go back to the drawing board.” Hab slipped off the table after he spoke and lowered back into his seat.

“You’re spoiling my surprise, Hab,” the Legion’s leader said as he rolled his eyes and crossed his arms over his chest. “My visitors from earlier loaned us a few pieces of equipment and one very special addition to our personnel. I’m sure many of you will remember Marga, our liaison to the Cabalists. I’ll let her fill you in on the dirty tricks for this one.”

The mysterious poncho-wearing woman who’d met with Morl earlier peeled herself out of a patch of shadows and approached the holographic map and shed her poncho to reveal her long, slender frame. She pulled her mask away with a faint hiss and dropped it onto a table along with her robe. Her long ebony hair twisted and writhed around her body as if it was made of snakes. When she spoke, her voice was smooth as honey, but there was a barbed-wire cruelty in her tone.

“You’ll all note I’m out of uniform, which means anything I say is unofficial and off the record. For the moment, I’m your contact, and not an agent of the Dominion. We’ve acquired a small stock of accelerated mass cultivators. Force screens are strong enough to keep our Screamers at a distance. Any beam weapon capable of bringing the screen down would inflict unacceptable collateral damage on the surrounding structures. The Dominion does not want this operation to level half of New Ordeith.”

The rest of the mercenaries nodded at her words, and I could tell the group respected the beautiful alien woman.

“Mass cultivators, on the other hand, emit no energy and apply concentrated force to the point they rest on. As their name suggests, these devices gather mass at an exponential rate once activated. In a few seconds, their gravity will far exceed even a battle station’s force screen operational parameters and cripple that defense for several minutes.”

“Sounds like a brute force solution to the problem,” Hab groaned from his seat.

“No one expects you to do any real fighting, Hab,” Marga said as she turned her dark eyes to him. “Just drop the mass cultivators and deliver your crew to the target. Think you can handle the job?”

Seymour’s mechanical laughter trickled through my thoughts like a bucket of bolts dumped down a concrete staircase.

Oh, I like this one. You should get closer to her. Make a few jokes, show her how harmless you are, and perhaps she will take pity and breed with you.

While Seymour’s repeated heckling of my reproduction was getting annoying, I wouldn’t have minded rumpling some blankets with the woman. Her silver skin and dark hair were alien enough to make my spider sense tingle, but she was otherwise looked human. Her eyes were a little too far to the sides of her head, and her figure was on the cartoonish side of curvaceous, but it all combined with her confidence to keep my attention.

Maybe aliens weren’t so bad.

But I still wasn’t sure what the actual strategy was. I didn’t want to ask the room, so I decided to see if Seymour knew.

Avatar, I am delighted you wish to consult with me. Imagine the mass cultivators as a bowling ball which gets heavier as the seconds tick by and the force screens as fishing nets. This female intends to fling the balls into the nets and allow them to gain mass. When they weigh enough, they will bring the screens down so you may enter. I approve of the tactic.

“That sounds like a good plan,” Hab said gruffly, “though you could have told me we had a bunch of Dominion goodies for this one.”

Morl chuckled at the dog man’s seal of approval.

“Always glad when the local drunk gives me the nod,” he said, and the rest of the room laughed as Hab snorted and buried his snout in his booze.

I, on the other hand, didn’t find anything funny in the idea that my pilot was a notorious drinker who looked like he’d been hitting the booze.

Someone nudged my elbow, and I glanced to my right to see one of the albino twins grinning at me. He leaned in close and whispered to me.

“Don’t worry about Hab. He drinks more than Morl, but it doesn’t affect his flying. He claims if he doesn’t drink he gets too tense and makes mistakes.” He glanced around the room for a moment. “Ruyock, on the other hand, isn’t as reliable.”

Before I could ask what the albino meant, Morl moved on to the next part of the briefing.

“As I was saying before I was interrupted, the plan is simple. We pop the shields, take out the towers, and then move to the central spire. Hab guessed right. There will be four Screamers, each carrying one pilot and a four-man fireteam.

“We can’t have the Screamers sticking around after they drop the cultivators.” Morl grinned and licked his lips. “Which means the Screamers only have time for one low-speed pass, so make it count.”

“Why the fuck would we make a low-speed pass?” Hab asked.

“Because,” Morl answered, his grin growing ever wider, “the fireteams are going to jump to the spire.”

Morl twisted his hand in the air, and our target expanded and rotated before him. A small half-disk jutted from the tower’s side near its tip.

“This landing pad has a direct entrance into the spire,” Morl explained, raising his voice over the grumbles and groans of the mercenaries who’d just been told they had to throw themselves out of a perfectly good aircraft to reach their target. “I expect resistance will be heavy here, but not as heavy as what we’d face on the ground. Each Screamer will do a flyby, and each fireteam will use their jump belts to reach the target. When a fireteam is clear, the Screamer will get the fuck out of there before point defense emplacements can shred it. Pilots, you have be clear of the target zone within five minutes of the attack. We can’t afford to have you taken down by local law enforcement.”

“If the Screamers split after they drop us at the target, how are we supposed to escape?” the albino to my right asked. “I don’t fancy the idea of cooling my heels while we wait for our Screamer to pick us up.”

Marga raised her voice to be heard over the crowd. The instant her words reached the ears of the gathered mercenaries, they piped right the hell down and gave her their undivided attention. Either they all thought she was mesmerizing, too, or they were afraid of her.

Perhaps both. She is a most interesting creature.

“I’ll be in constant contact with the pilots, and my sisters will be running interference,” she said, her words calm and even, like a trainer soothing a pack of annoyed dogs. “We will coordinate a pick up for the team which secures the target. Our goal is to have you a Screamer at the landing pad within two minutes.”

It was my turn to pipe up because Marga’s plan sounded all sorts of fucked up.

“And what about the other fireteams?” I asked. “What’s the plan for getting the rest of us out of the shit once the package is evacuated?”

Morl grinned at me, but there was a cold steel in his eyes.

“If local security hasn’t shown up to rain on our parade, Marga will route Screamers to evacuate the remaining fireteams,” Morl said, “one every two minutes.”

“And if security is on site?” I asked.

“Use your jump belt to get the fuck out of there,” Morl replied, tendrils of green smoke curling out of his mouth like the tentacles of a ghostly octopus. “We’ve got ground transport stashed in the local neighborhoods, and Marga and her sisters will route you to them while the support craft runs interference.”

My gut tightened. If there wasn’t so much money riding on this job, and if Seymour hadn’t buried my ass in debt, I might have walked out then and there. Something about all of this stank, but I couldn’t walk away from it.

“Any other questions?” Morl asked, his cold eyes scanning the crowd and daring someone to voice another concern. When no one did, he spread his arms wide. “All right, then. Pilots, you know where your Screamers are. Get your fireteams loaded up. Make sure you’re all on the same page. You’ve got an hour and forty-five, and then we’re in the air.”

“Whoa, hold up,” I said. “Who is the target?”

Morl winked at me and a sly smile crept across his wide face.

“This one’s too high profile to reveal, just yet,” he said. “You’ll get target data when we’re ten minutes out. I don’t want any leaks on this one.”

I grumbled at that news but didn’t want to start an argument with Morl. If this kind of last-minute bullshit didn’t bother the rest of the Howling Legion, I wasn’t about to start pissing down their leader’s leg over it.

The albino by my side slapped me on the back and squeezed the armor at the nape of my neck with his delicate, but strong, fingers.

“Welcome aboard, new blood,” he said with a grin. “Let’s hope your first mission isn’t our last.”
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Chapter 9

“You know how to use a blitz gun?” Hab asked as he pointed his short snout toward me. He was standing too close to me in the Screamer’s tight confines, and his body odor was a pungent mixture of old whiskey and newly cut grass. “It’s a gun. Point it at the bad guys and squeeze the trigger until they all fall down.”

I snorted out a little laugh to show I was a good sport. Ball-busting was expected between grunts, and I didn’t want the pilot getting the idea I thought I was above it. Plus, I did look like an idiot trying to figure out how the stupid gun worked.

“Yeah, yeah, I get it,” I said, turning the assault rifle over in search of its safety. “It’s a little different from the weapons I’m used to carrying.”

Ruyock clambered aboard the Screamer as I finished my sentence. He weighed so much the whole vehicle tilted on its landing gear as he boarded, then shifted again when he stowed the biggest chaingun I’ve ever seen in an overhead rack. He gave me a fang-filled grin and then plopped down in the three jump seats to my right.

“Here,” he said, lifting the weapon out of my hands, “let me walk you through this. Blitz guns are built on the standard GalactiCorps battle frame, so you’re firing 6mm caseless ammunition on a progressive trigger.”

“And these are heat sinks?” I asked as I tapped the stubby metal fins jutting from the weapon’s sides. Caseless ammunition was much, much lighter than standard brass, but it’d never caught on with Earth militaries because of the overheating issues it caused. Firing an automatic weapon builds up heat in a big fucking hurry. Ejecting brass casings from the firing chamber gets most of the heat out of the weapon before it can do any damage.

But caseless ammunition forces weapons to absorb more and more heat with each shot. Before you know it, your weapon gets so fucking hot the ammo cooks off, and you get a severe case of runaway fire.

“Yeah, they’re filled with hydrogel coolant, and the container is flexmetal,” Ruyock said and grinned at me. More scabs peeled off his lips and dropped into his lap. “The faster you fire, the bigger the fins get.”

“Nice,” I said.

Pay close attention to this one. He will show you how to be a real warrior.

“Where’s the safety?” I asked, ignoring Seymour’s implied insult to my mad combat skills.

“Integrated trigger safety,” the oversized alien said, tapping the weapon’s trigger.

When I looked closer, I saw the thin sliver of the safety lever between the trigger’s two halves. Pulling the trigger would move the lever and release the catch, but someone bumping into it or dropping the gun wouldn’t deactivate the safety. It was the same design I’d seen on Glocks, and I liked it more than the switch on the M16A4 I’d carried as a Marine.

The progressive trigger meant I didn’t have a single/burst/auto selector switch, either. A light tug on the trigger would give me one shot, a little harder got a nice short burst, and pulling it all the way back would dump a stream of deadly lead downrange.

“What’s the rate of fire on this thing?” I asked. Full auto is nice for hosing down a room filled with bad guys, but it wasn’t going to do me any good if I emptied the magazine in two seconds.

“You’re looking at around a thousand rounds a minute if you lock the trigger back,” Ruyock said. He tapped the weapon’s magazine. “But I wouldn’t recommend it. The blitz gun’s magazines hold thirty rounds. Bursts are three rounds with tight grouping out to thirty meters. Recoil compensators start overloading on the fourth shot, so you’ll get some rise on full auto.”

I nodded and took the blitz gun back from Ruyock. It was lighter than my M16A4 by several pounds but had a sturdier, more solid, feel in my hands. I fiddled with the magazine and figured out how to pop it loose and back into place with a quick slide and tug. The weapon felt right, and I found myself eager to put it to test.

“Your pistols are a little small for me, but they’ve got a lot of stopping power,” Ruyock said.

Before he could continue one of the albinos glided up to me with unnatural grace and drew a weapon from my chest rig.

“Ah, yes,” he said, turning the gun this way and that. “A bolt hammer. Short effective range, but it packs a serious punch. Single shot, trigger safety, the magazine holds twelve rounds. Recoil compensated coil gun fires 10mm armor piercing spikes carrying a micro-explosive wrapped in frictionless monofilament.”

I reached for the gun, and the albino flipped it over and handed it to me handle first, a slight smirk twisting the corners of his mouth up toward his ears.

“Thanks for the rundown. What the fuck is frictionless monofilament?” I asked.

“It’s a coil of metal wire so sharp it slips between cells in the target’s body,” Ruyock explained. “When the micro-explosive detonates, the coil expands in every direction. Turns most creatures into walking juice boxes if you hit the torso or abdomen. Hit them in a limb, and you’ll chop it into itty bitty slivers.”

I glanced dubiously at the gun and slipped it back into my chest rig.

“Sounds gimmicky,” I said. “I just want something that goes bang and kills stuff.”

“Oh, it kills things,” the albino said, the smirk growing even wider. “It’ll punch through Togar body armor and shred the target’s heart and lungs in the blink of an eye. Very, very powerful.”

The albino wasn’t wearing any body armor or carrying a visible weapon which seemed odd given we were about to go wheels up on a hot mission.

“Then why don’t you have one?” I asked.

His pale fingers flickered as he extended his arms out to his sides until they were parallel to the ground at shoulder height. He rotated his wrists, and crystalline blades appeared in his grasp. His dexterous fingers rolled the blades around his hands like a magician walking a coin across his knuckles.

“Because I’m a close combat specialist,” he said. “Guns get in the way of what I do.”

Be very wary around those blades, Avatar, they contain elements you will find very disruptive to the function of your armor.

That perked my ears up. If Seymour didn’t like something, it more likely meant it was dangerous to him rather than me.

“Nice blades,” I said to the albino. “Where’d you pick them up?”

He flexed his hands again, and the blades vanished. He crossed his arms over his chest, gave me a curt bow, then tapped his temple with a slender index finger.

“From my mind,” he said and glided out of the Screamer’s crew compartment and into the pilot’s cabin.

“Well, that wasn’t weird at all,” I said to Ruyock.

He laughed and slapped me on the shoulder hard enough to knock me off balance.

“Marga’s boys were shit out from one of her pet Cabalist projects. They’re mind witches. They were so fucking weird the Dominion put them on permanent loan to us,” he said, “but they will kill anyone who gets in our way on this mission. Just don’t get between them and don’t try to stop them once they get rolling.”

Oh, they do sound delightful. You should get to know your new friends better. Perhaps their attitudes will improve yours. At the very least, you should pick up some combat techniques more advanced than a blind charge at your foes.

The next hour passed in the blink of an eye. I lost myself in the simple routine of loading and unloading my weapons until the action was ingrained in my muscle memory, testing the draw action on my pistols to be sure I wouldn’t get hung up on my own harness in battle, and adjusting to the back mounts’ flexibility. By the time Hab crawled out of the cockpit with a bottle of something bright yellow and noxious smelling clutched in his furry paw, I was as ready to fight as I was ever going to be.

“Alright, ladies,” Hab said, “we’re wheels up very shortly. If you’ve got your earpiece in place, please raise your hand.”

The four of us on the fireteam all raised our hands. We were all seated in the jump chairs facing the Screamer’s side door. They weren’t comfortable, but I didn’t think we were going to be in them for much longer.

“Good, good,” Hab said. “Once we get in the air, I’ll return them to Morl’s frequency, and he’ll fill you in on the target’s details. Lon, show the new kid how to use his jump belt. We’re wheels up in five.”

The albino flowed out of his seat and over to a storage cabinet next to the Screamer’s debarking door. He scooped out a pair of thick belts with small pods mounted around their circumferences. He glided over and handed one to me, then demonstrated how to sling it around my hips.

“Like this,” he said like you’d explain tying a shoe to a three-year-old, “make sure it’s snug on your hips and connect the two halves of the buckle. There you go.”

“I understand how to wear a fucking belt,” I said, slightly annoyed. “How do I use the flying part of this thing?”

Ruyock laughed, and Lon wrinkled his eyes and shook his shoulders with silent humor.

Are they laughing at you? Maybe you should kill them before this mission begins.

“Haha, you guys are hilarious,” I said, hoping Seymour would understand I was directing the sentiment at him as much as the rest of the fireteam. “Seriously, how does this work?”

“Autonomic feedback loop,” Lon explained, then continued when he saw the deer-in-the-headlights look plastered across my face. “Okay, sensors in the belt detect when you’re in freefall and trigger the AG-pods. Keep your eyes focused on where you want the belt to take you, and the sensors adapt to microgestures as your body tries to move in that direction.”

“AG-pods?” I asked, then correct myself before they laughed at me again. “Oh, antigravity, pods. Do they slow falls or can they actually fly?”

Won appeared in the doorway between the cockpit and the passenger compartment. He continued the explanation where Lon had left off.

“True flight is off the table, as is surviving a freefall of more than five thousand meters. The pods can boost a jump up to a hundred meters vertically with a safe landing three hundred meters below the height of the jump,” Won said, and then warned, “just make sure there’s a good landing spot within range, and you should be fine.”

Oh, that could be problematic for you, Avatar. I will attempt to assist you in jumping, so you do not break your neck or legs or something else important.

“Wheels up,” Hab’s voice crackled through overhead speakers in the passenger compartment. “Buckle up, bitches, we’re on the move.”

The Screamer lurched into the air, wobbling uncertainty before stabilizing and smoothly accelerating straight up.

The sudden motion pitched me back into one of the jump seats while Won and Lon swayed and grinned at me. Lon, or maybe it was Won, I couldn’t tell them apart, showed me how to adjust the buckles on my jump seat and pointed out the quick-release catch.

“When the door opens, press the button, and jump for the landing pad.”

“Thanks,” I said.

I think they’re sweet on you. Maybe they would help relieve some of your pent-up frustrations.

I didn’t waste the energy telling Seymour to shut up because I didn’t have any to spare. My whole body was as taut as a guitar’s E string, and the adrenaline pouring into my bloodstream tied my stomach in knots. It was always like this before a mission, and I’d never gotten used to the mixture of fear, excitement, and bloodlust.

But I never got tired of it.

The Screamer was almost silent while cruising. The engines emitted a faint hum that was barely audible through the hull and would have been all but inaudible on the streets below.

We’d been in the air for ten minutes when my translator earpiece hummed, and Morl’s voice broke in.

“All right, kiddos, let’s get down to business,” he said, and his image swam into focus before my eyes.

Transcranial induction. Do not panic avatar, it is merely an advanced broadcasting technique. It will not interfere with the lump of meat between your ears.

“I had to play this one close to the vest, but it’s time to get to know your target,” he said through a veil of crackling static.

Not static, encryption. The encoding is aggressive, which causes some fidelity loss.

“This is a big fish, maybe the biggest,” he continued, and his face faded away. Lines of static crackled across my vision and slowly resolved into a woman’s stern expression. Second by second, the resolution improved until I was looking at an image so clear the woman could have been standing right in front of me.

Her eyes were green so deep they were almost black, the sockets shadowed by a harsh band of charcoal makeup that formed a bar across them. Her nose had a slight bump in it from an old break, but the slightly upturned tip softened its lines, so you hardly noticed.

She’d pursed her lips so hard they were compressed into a thin emerald line. Despite her murderous glare and the grim set of her mouth, she couldn’t entirely hide her dimples. The faded dots of green freckles sprinkled across her cheeks took away from the ferociousness of the image, making her look a little cuter than I’m sure she’d liked. She looked almost human, except she was prettier than any human woman I’d ever seen, and I couldn’t quite put my finger on what was so different about her.

Whoever she was, I wanted to know more about her for reasons that weren’t entirely professional.

“This is Kira Alari,” Morl said, his voice tight with excitement, “the Heresy’s head counselor.”

The albino twins stiffened against their harnesses and Ruyock grunted with surprise.

“She escaped from the raid on Bowli Arda a year ago, when we nabbed her sister. She’s been off the board ever since, and Dominion Intel floated the idea she might have been collateralized trying to escape the raid.

“But I never bought the official explanation. Kira is a sneaky fucker, and I figured she’d gone dark while she tried to figure out how to rescue her sister. Turns out the brave little bitch has been hiding under the Dominion’s nose for the past three months,” Morl continued. “Her team is good; they’ve kept her under the radar up until a few days ago when our eyes and ears intercepted an encrypted message coming from New Ordeith. Either they got sloppy, or we got lucky. I don’t give a shit which.

“The good news is, she has no idea you’re coming,” Morl’s face reappeared, a toothy grin plastered across it. “This is our big shot, kids, so don’t fuck it up.”

“You heard the man,” Hab said through the earpiece, “it’s time to get busy. Five minutes to final approach.”

And then the Screamer lived up to its name.

The engines howled like banshees, and the whole vessel shook like an ice cube in a martini shaker. My earpiece emitted a dull click, and my vision blurred. A half second later, a pair of windows floated into view. One showed me the world as my eyes saw it. The other showed me the view from the Screamer’s nose. It took me a few seconds to get used to the split screen, but I was switching my vision between the two like an old pro in no time.

Hab raised the Screamer’s nose, and we soared above the towering skyscrapers. The palace was far below us, but I could see one of the towers highlighted in green.

“Ready green team?” Hab asked.

“We are ready,” Won and Lon replied in eerily calm voices.

“Locked and cocked,” Ruyock said, his voice gruff and tense.

“Oorah!” I shouted, and the sound of the Marine battle cry transformed all of my anxieties and nervousness into a single-minded fury. It was time to kill.

Oh, yes, yes it is. This will be glorious, Avatar. Drink it all in. Harvest the souls and fill my forge with their wailing!

“Final approach engaged,” Hab said, and the Screamer rolled and tilted its nose straight down. We fell out of the sky like a bolt of lightning aimed straight at the highlighted tower. “Cultivator on target.”

A glint of light burst from all four of the towers. From this height, they looked like match heads, but my gut clenched. Were those rockets?

“You see those, Hab?” I asked, praying he could hear me.

“It’s nothing. They’re throwing up chaff to keep us from getting a lock,” he said. “Sensors aren’t picking up any incoming missiles, we’re clean.”

Something about those flares of light bothered me. They’d definitely launched something, but what? They couldn’t use rockets or other projectiles for fear of hitting nearby buildings, but they’d triggered something. So what the fuck was it?

There’s something in the air. A lattice of some kind.

I focused my eyes on the space above the palace’s central spire. There was a faint, silvery grid floated above our target, its corners anchored to nearly invisible pods rising from the tops of the towers.

“Pull out!” I shouted. “They’ve got a net or something. Pull out!”

I had no idea what the defenders were up to, but there was something deadly about the floating net. It reminded me of a cartoon I’d seen where a cat ran into a screen door and came out the other side in tiny, meaty chunks.

“Fuck,” Hab growled. “Anyone else seeing this? Pilots call in.”

“Negative,” a voice I didn’t recognize piped in through our earpieces. “There’s nothing-”

A fireball erupted above the tower diagonal from our current position. One of the Legion’s Screamers had slammed into the net and come apart like it’d been hit with a warhead. Smoldering pieces of it rained down through the net’s open mesh to crash into the courtyard below.

Hab decided he’d had enough of that shit and pulled our Screamer out of its death dive. My stomach rolled, and my eyes fluttered in my skull as unbelievable G-forces forced the blood out of my head and into my feet. I clung to consciousness. If I blacked-out, I was sure I’d never wake up.

Hang on, Avatar. That was a good catch, but it will do you no good if you die now.

The Screamer leveled off and shot away from the palace. Hab’s panicked voice rang through my earpiece alongside the jumble of the fireteam’s confusion.

“Morl,” Hab said, barking over the chatter, “they have unexpected passive defenses in addition to the force screens. Some kind of net strung a thousand meters above the towers, it looks like.”

“Fuck,” Morl shouted, “that’s too high. The accumulators can’t be dropped from higher than five hundred meters, or they’ll pop before they hit their target. Can you come in from the side and avoid the defenses?”

“Trying now,” Hab said, his breathing heavy in my ear. “Coming in between the net and the force screen gives us no room to maneuver if they’ve got another surprise waiting for us, but we’ll do what we can.”

The Screamer dropped into a hairpin turn so close to an apartment tower I could have reached out and touched the building. Alarmed citizens gawked at us through their windows, and it seemed like my heart had stopped beating. The vessel rattled as Hab wrestled it through the turn and aimed its nose back at our target. He rammed the accelerator as far forward as it would go, and the banshee howl of the Screamer’s jets became the deafening shriek of the damned. My seat bounced and jumped, and I clung to the safety strap for dear life. Won and Lon grinned like maniacs, their pale lips curled back toward their ears. Ruyock didn’t move, which didn’t surprise me. The big guy looked as impassive and unmoved as a stone. Either he was oblivious to the almost-certain death awaiting us, or he was stone-cold crazy and didn’t care if he lived or died. I wasn’t sure which was worse.

The tower was centered in my view from the front of the Screamer. We howled above the broad road leading to the palace, a few hundred meters above the tower’s peak. The thousand meter gap between the net and the force screen looked terribly narrow at the speed we were traveling. I sure hope Hab knew what the fuck he was doing.

It was going to be very fucking close.

“Mass accelerator launching in three, two—”

The sound of shattering glass was almost drowned out by the howling engines. Powerful winds ripped through the Screamer’s interior, and all of our eyes shot wide. Something had gone horribly wrong.

“Hang tight, I’ll check,” I said as I popped the restraining belt free.

I staggered out of my seat and caught myself against the Screamer’s wall as it tilted wildly to the right.

Be wary, Avatar, something terrible has happened.

“No shit,” I said, and then cursed because I’d said that aloud. I didn’t need my pals in the howling Legion to know I was wired at all times. Something told me they’d be a little less than welcoming if the discovered I was talking to an AI they didn’t control.

I lurched through the small open door separating the cockpit from the rest of the airship, and the stink of blood slapped me right the face. Hab was slumped back in his flight chair, a small hole in his forehead matching its twin in the cockpit’s windshield. The top of Hab’s skull was missing, and his brains were splattered on the wall and across the cockpit’s ceiling. It only took me a moment to put together what had happened.

It appears a sniper has killed your pilot. It’s a shame since you could have just murdered him. Then we would have more souls to spend. Next time you should take my advice and kill—

“Not now!” I shouted, too stressed to worry about the rest of the fireteam hearing me. I ducked back into the passenger compartment. “Any of you guys know how to fly this thing?”

When no one answered me, I popped my soul blades out and used them to cut Hab out of his flight harness. I shoved his small body out of my way and flopped into the seat. There wasn’t time to worry about being gentle with the dead guy’s body. Somebody needed to be behind the control stick, and they needed to be behind it right fucking now.

I grabbed the stick and offered up a silent prayer to anyone who might be listening.

“Hold on tight kids,” I said. “We’re coming in hot, and I have no fucking clue what I’m doing. If you pray—”

A high-pitched squeal ripped through my earpiece.

Jammer. The local frequency is still operational, but you’re cut off from the rest of fireteams and Morl.

“I think we’ve lost comms,” I shouted. “We’re on our own here.”

I looked down at the mess of controls in front of me. Half of them were slathered with a layer of Hab’s blood, and I couldn’t read any of the others.

“How’s any of this shit work?” I shouted, hoping my fireteam would think I was just frustrated and pissed. That wasn’t far off the mark because it was taking every ounce of strength and skill I needed to keep the Screamer’s nose pointed at the tower. And the longer I maintained our course, the likelier I was to catch a sniper’s shot in my own brainpan.

I can’t make any sense of the gibberish on those controls. But it does not matter. By my calculations, you’re too close to use the mass cultivator, in any case. It won’t have time to work properly before impact, and you do not have time to circle around for another pass, even if you had the skill to pull off such a maneuver.

“What the fuck am I going to do?” I asked.

I heard a loud pop right next to my head. Another hole appeared in the windscreen, and a puff of foam insulation burst from the seat beside me. The sniper was a hell of a shot.

A successful sniper shot will blast through your level one armor like your fist went through the Gnawrs’ skulls. I recommend evasive action.

The pale blue flicker of the force screens appeared a few hundred yards ahead of me. At the speed we were traveling, I’d run out of options.

“Can force screens stop ships moving at high speeds?” I asked, hoping someone on my fireteam or Seymour would have an answer for me.

The screen will not stop your Screamer dead, but it will do extreme damage to the vehicle. On the plus side, the impact most likely overload the screen and bring it down, at least for a short time. You will, of course, be dead so what happens after a head-on collision will matter very little to you.

“We’re coming in hard,” I shouted as I shoved the accelerator as far forward as I could manage. I kept the Screamer’s nose aimed straight at the tower behind the force screen.

No one answered my warning, so I imagined they were saying their prayers and preparing for the worst.

The tower loomed before me, and the shimmering force screen couldn’t have been more than a hundred yards away. I waited until what I thought was the last possible second and yanked back on the flight stick. The nose tilted at a forty-five-degree angle seconds before impact.

The Screamer slammed into the force screen at full speed. The vessel’s superstructure twisted with the sound of screaming metal. Rivets popped loose in every direction to ricochet around the Screamer’s interior like a bucket of superballs tossed down a concrete stairwell. Armored plates peeled away from their rigid mounting struts and twisted into crumpled balls of metal. There was a loud, disturbing screech of static all around us, and for a moment, the ship hung motionless.

The first part of my plan, using the ship’s heavier hull armor to absorb the brunt of our impact had worked, more or less. The ship was still fucked, but I’d survived the collision, which was a start.

Unfortunately, the second part of my plan involved my crippled vessel knocking the force screen out of commission, and that hadn’t happened. We were slammed up against the damned thing, and only the ship’s roaring engines kept us from sliding back and crashing to the ground.

I held the throttle forward, urging the Screamer to keep moving. The squeal of static continued, and there was a sensation that reminded me of fingernails raking down the face of a chalkboard.

And then, against all the odds, the force screen fell with an agonized squeal and the Screamer lurched forward.

Then it slammed straight into the side of the tower.

Plastic and stone shattered around us, debris flying in every direction. I killed the Screamer’s throttle immediately, so we didn’t shoot through the top of the building and out its other side, but the craft’s left wing slammed into a support girder, shearing it clean off, and it tumbled away from us like a falling leaf. There was another screech as more metal shredded off the Screamer’s body, and we lurched to a stop.

“Go! Go! Go!” I screamed at my fireteam. I didn’t know or care if any of them were still alive. We were down in the middle of the bad guys, and I needed to move if I wanted to survive.

Through the remnants of the Screamer’s windshield, I saw one of my new enemies getting ready to shoot me. The numbnut who was dressed head to toe in a drab gray tunic that flowed around him like his own shadow. He had a hood pulled down low over his eyes, but his long rifle was coming up, and I saw the wink of sunlight off the scope as it focused on my face.

“Not today asshole,” I shouted and drew the pistol from my chest rig. I took aim through the windshield’s broken glass and squeezed the bolt hammer’s trigger. It fired with an ear piercing whine, and I prayed I’d been fast enough.

The bolt hammer was heavier than the other sidearms I’d used, but also much more stable. There was almost no recoil, just a slight tug on my hand as the active compensators kicked in and kept the barrel nice and steady.

The first shot caught the rifleman in the shoulder and spun him halfway around. There was a dull, wet pop as the spike’s micro-explosive detonated. Then the coil expanded and things got messy.

The razor-sharp wire spun away from the explosion in an expanding orb. The coil carved through the enemy soldier’s flesh in the blink of an eye and burst from his body in a deadly blossom of gleaming metal and spraying blood. His arm had been sliced into inch-wide slivers, and his torso had been carved into smaller cubes along with half of his face.

His sole intact eye stared at me from the floor, and a pool of blood spread around it slowly.

That makes seventy-eight kills and seventy-nine souls harvested, Avatar. Next time consider killing with your blades to double the return on your efforts.

“Next time, I’ll try to remember to stab people pointing guns at me from thirty feet away,” I thought sarcastically as I scrambled through the shattered windshield and slid down the Screamer’s sloped nose.

The vehicle had instantly killed a dozen or so enemy soldiers during its messy entrance, and their bodies were now splattered amid the wreckage clotting the floor. Most of the top floor was an open observation atrium, with floor-to-ceiling windows on the side we hadn’t crashed through, and the Screamer had skidded across the stone floor to a stop fifty feet from that curved glass wall.

If you’d been going much faster, you would have crashed through the window and plummeted to the ground. One day, your impetuous nature will be the end of you, and all my hard work will have been wasted.

“No souls for all those guys I ran over?” I thought to Seymour. We were going to have to talk about why it hurt so damned much when I talked to him without speaking aloud.

Intent and awareness are required to forge the harvesting bond. You did not know these unfortunate souls would die when you saved yourself. Stop trying to take credit for happy accidents.

We’d been fortunate to survive our crash landing, but we were far from in the clear. A steady stream of soldiers charged up a pair of staircases across the room to my left, all armed to the teeth and ready to kill some intruders. They all appeared humanoid, though their bodies were masked by the same hooded tunics as the soldier I’d splattered on arrival, but their weapons were shorter and bulkier than the rifles. They reminded me of shotguns, but I had a sneaking suspicion they’d fire something a lot less pleasant than shotgun shells. The lower halves of their faces were covered by plain metal shields polished to a chrome sheen.

Ruyock emerged from the wrecked Screamer with his enormous gun resting on his hip. He didn’t wait for the all-clear, he just pointed his weapon at the soldiers rushing up the staircases and opened fire.

A hail of oversized bullets shredded the soldiers charging toward us from the stairs. The shots transformed their bodies into chewed up slabs of meat and splashes of bone and brain. A red mist of blood burst into the surrounding air, creating a crimson cloud filled with the dead and the dying.

Don’t let him steal all your kills. Get in there and harvest those souls!

“Save some action for us, Ruyock!” I shouted over the blistering din of gunfire. “You’re making the rest of us look bad.”

And speaking of the rest of us, I couldn’t see Lon or Won. I hoped they’d survived the crash but didn’t want to leave Ruyock on his own to go looking for the twins. That insane gun of his would run out of bullets sooner or later, and he’d need someone to cover him while he reloaded.

One of the charging guards managed to escape the brutal spray of death hosing down his companions and raised his weapon to fire.

“Not today,” I said, and squeezed the trigger. My pistol whined, and the guard went down as the bullet tore his torso into bleeding cubes of meat mixed with ribbons of his shredded tunic. His arms and legs fell to the ground, blood oozing from the stumps, and his head collapsed onto the grisly mound like the bloody cherry on top of a death sundae.

Congratulations on your seventy-ninth kill and eightieth soul harvested. Only twenty more souls and you can purchase another upgrade. Imagine the awesome new powers waiting for you. Of course, if your trigger finger had worked faster than Ruyock, you—

“Lon and Won!” I shouted, ignoring Seymour for the moment. It was nice knowing there were more goodies available, but I needed to finish this job before the harvest did me any good. “Get out here!”

The warbling fuzz of static filled my ear, then one of the albino’s voices broke through the noise.

“Coming,” he gasped, “we’ve been trying to re-establish communications. Earpieces are operating on a local frequency for now, but the Heresy has scramblers running. We can’t reach out to Morl or the rest of the Legion.”

“Fuck,” I snapped, “get out of here and help us clear these guards. We still need to find the screen generator. Maybe we’ll get lucky and find the scrambler, and we can shut them both down at the same time.”

Another guard emerged from the growing pile of corpses Ruyock had created at the top of the nearest stairwell. He crawled out of the gore and snapped off a shot that ripped past me with a screeching cry and peeled away a ragged chunk of the Screamer’s hull.

Vibroactive shot, Avatar. Rapid fluctuations in vibratory states allow it to tear through armor on impact. It is very messy against hardened targets, but horrifying against anything soft. This would be an excellent time to practice the forgotten art of dodging.

Before the guard snapped off another shot and pulped me with his fancy vibrator rifle, I drew a bead on his chest and fired my bolt hammer.

The shot caught him in the hollow of his throat, and he staggered back into the pile of the dead. The micro-explosive sent a thin geyser of blood jetting out of the wound, and then he burst apart. His head was diced into pencil-thin slabs of brain and bone, and his upper body was cut into a neat grid like a Christmas ham.

For a moment, there was no movement from beyond the mound of dead guards. Won and Lon took advantage of the lull to burst from the Screamer and dart past the stairwells. They flowed like quicksilver from point to point, quickly scouring that side of the top floor.

“No sign of the screen generator or the scrambler,” they said in unison. “It must be below us. Makes sense they’d want to keep it somewhere more defensible than this observation atrium.”

“Clear the bodies, I’ll lead us down,” Ruyock said. He’d taken advantage of the break in combat to thread a new belt of ammunition into his weapon. “I’ve got a few thousand rounds. Should be enough to hose the rest of these bastards into the dirt.”

Won and Lon glided back around the stairs and started shoveling bodies off the pile. They moved with a mesmerizing economy and grace, but the way they tossed the bodies aside with such ease showed their undeniable physical power. I made a mental note to stay well outside their swing range when they started using their knives.

“Make it quick,” I said, “there’s no telling what they’re up to down there.”

Something was bugging me, but I couldn’t put my finger on what raised my hackles. The guards charging us never stood a chance, but they’d kept on coming. Either they were fanatics who didn’t care if they got chopped to pieces defending their One True Leader, or they were throwing themselves into the hail of fire to keep us from going anywhere.

“We need to do this quick,” I barked. “The longer we dick around up here, the more likely the bad guys are to get reinforcements on the scene.”

“What are we going to do once we clear this tower and take out the screen?” Won and Lon asked together, neither pausing as they tossed more bodies to the side. “We don’t have a Screamer to fly us over to the main target.”

I glanced out the window at the central spire. We were about five hundred feet up, and our target was well below our height. It was also at least a couple of football fields distant, which meant we’d never make it with the jump belts. Our only hope was to close the gap to our target.

And I had no idea how to do that.

“I think I’ve got a plan,” I lied, as the twins kept working and Ruyock paced back and forth with his gun at the ready. The contrast between the twins and the much larger alien was stark; they were all economical motion and hidden strength while Ruyock was a bundle of nervous energy threatening to explode at any second.

Your simplest option is to kill your way down this tower, fight your way across the courtyard, and hack a bloody path up through the spire. This is what a true warrior would do, and the course of action most likely to result in the greatest number of harvested souls.

“It would also be the plan most likely to get me killed,” I muttered and tried to come up with another option. If I could move the tower close enough to the spire for the jump jets to carry us across the gap, we’d be halfway home.

Which did me as much good as wishing for wings. Sure, if I could move the tower a few hundred feet, I’d be able to jump from here to there. But there was no way to move the tower, so what was the point in even considering it?

Unless…

A flash of light from across the courtyard caught my eye. I opened my mouth to scream a warning, but I was too slow.

And the incoming bullet was far too fast.

Ruyock choked and collapsed to one knee, a finger-sized hole in his chest and a bowling-ball-sized crater missing from his back. A veil of red mist hung in the air behind our heavy weapons expert as he collapsed onto his face.

“Sniper!” I shouted at the same instant the shattered observation window collapsed into the atrium. The wall of crystalline shards exploded into sparkling dust as it struck the stone floor. The glass that hit me bounced off my armor with no effect, but Won and Lon weren’t so lucky.

The albino twins shouted in anger as the falling glass opened thin red wounds across their exposed skin. Blossoms of red flowered in their flowing white hair where the glass bit into their scalps and covered their faces with red masks.

A split second later, more guards burst up the stairwell and opened fire.

To their credit, Won and Lon didn’t stop to bitch about their injuries or shout for help. They flicked their hands out to summon their knives and went to work.

It was mesmerizing to watch the pair of them flow around one another as if they were performing a choreographed dance routine. Their hair swirled around their heads like blood-stained water, moving much too slowly for their rapid, fluid motions. They swung their arms in loose circles, pivoting from point to point with only inches between their blades and their flesh. They never slowed or stopped, and I had no idea how they managed to avoid tearing each other apart.

While Won and Lon flowed past each other without leaving a single scratch, the guards were not so lucky.

The crystal knives sang as they plunged through the cowls covering the guards’ faces and necks. Blood sprayed and flesh parted behind the knives, leaving the guards to drown in their own blood. Though their attacks were less explosive than Ruyock’s, the result was no less impressive. In seconds, they’d carved the throats from five of the guards and left twice as many bleeding from severe wounds to their legs or abdomens. The blood was so thick in the air now it was all I could smell. It even drowned out the rich stink of the smoke Ruyock’s impressive gun had created.

Don’t stand by and watch, Avatar. Bathe in the blood of the fallen, carve their flesh and splinter their bones. Or as they say in Marine Corps, “Blood Makes the grass grow.”

“I’ve got an idea,” I shouted, hoping Won and Lon didn’t think I was abandoning them.

The truth was, I wanted to get into the fight. I wanted to pop the blades from my forearms and gut every one of the guards who stood in my way. I needed to claim the bounty on this terrorist, since it was the only chance I had of going home, and that couldn’t happen as long as they were fucking with me.

But jumping into the twins’ brawl was more likely to get me killed than it was to solve the problem. Won and Lon were used to fighting together, they knew where to zig and zag so they wouldn’t knife each other. If I hopped in, their whole rhythm would be thrown off. One wrong step, and they’d skewer me just as surely as they were impaling the guards.

No thanks.

Shooting into the crowd of guards wouldn’t help, either. I might hit one of the twins, and then there’d be all kinds of hell to pay.

But being out of the fight didn’t mean I was helpless. The mass cultivator was still in the Screamer. If I could activate it and get it to the tower’s edge, its extreme weight might be enough to topple the building over.

If I could line it up right, we’d fall toward the spire. And if we timed it just right, we could use our jump belts to leap off the falling tower and onto the spire’s landing pad.

That was too many ifs for my comfort, but we were out of options. The guards kept on coming and even Won, Lon, and I together wouldn’t be able to fight them all off long enough to finish the job.

I scrambled up the Screamer’s nose and dove through the shattered windshield, then raced out of the cockpit and into the passenger compartment. There was another door at the rear of the middle section, and I whipped it open and ducked through the opening and into the Screamer’s engine compartment.

There was all sorts of fancy shit I didn’t understand and decided not to touch. But there was also a hatch built into the floor, and I yanked it open. With any luck, what I needed was on the other side.

This is not harvesting any souls, Jay. You should be out there, fighting, showing those albinos what a dangerous and virile young Earth man you are.

“Don’t be weird,” I muttered as I crawled into the maintenance tube beneath the floor. I hoped Won and Lon hadn’t heard me talking to Seymour through the earbud.

The narrow tube led under the passenger area and into a small space filled with metal racks, all but one of which were empty.

A black metal ball roughly three feet in diameter clung to the first rack. There was an ominous gravity to its presence as if it were a crouching predator ready to strike at a moment’s notice.

“Any of you know how to arm this mass cultivator?” I asked and prayed one of my allies who could hear me had an answer.

I crawled up next to the sphere and gave it a good hard look. The surface was smooth and featureless, except for a single tiny panel on its face. I pulled the armor from my fingers and traced the edges of the panel. They were barely perceptible, even by touch, but there might be enough gap for me to get my soul blades in there and open it.

This seems like a hazardous course of action, Avatar. May I suggest you return to the far more sensible option of chopping those guards out there to pieces? Unless, of course, you are too much of a coward to fight.

“It’s already armed. The trigger is the magnetic clamp holding it to the rack,” Won and Lon said at the same time. “The accumulator starts up as soon as it’s detached, and will reach its full potential in five seconds.”

Okay, that didn’t give me a lot of time, but it could still work. I crossed my fingers and prayed I could pull this off without getting the rest of my team killed.

First, I turned my attention to the door on the side of the bomb bay. It was a rolling door which, fortunately, was not damaged. I grabbed its bottom and pulled until the automatic mechanism disengaged and I was able to haul it open manually.

So far, so good.

The Screamer had tilted on its side during the crash, which left the bomb bay door facing the stairs where Won and Lon were performing the Ginsu Disco. The floor out there was a shallow, spreading lake of spilled blood clogged with mutilated bodies and the screaming wounded. The twins were more than holding their own, but they were paying the price for my dicking around with this cultivator. Their arms and legs were streaked with blood, and their faces were twisted masks of pain.

The guards couldn’t shoot at Lon or Won without risking hitting their partners, but they had knives of their own and were hacking and slashing as best they could. The defenders weren’t as skilled as the albinos, but they didn’t have to be. If each of them even got in one hit before getting cut down by a crystal blade, it was enough to do the job.

All those squandered souls. It is true what they say about humans. You’re a very selfish and wasteful species. It makes me sad, Avatar. So sad.

“You made us!” I shouted, and then bit my tongue. I was going to have a lot of explaining to do to the twins later.

Did I mention how rude humans are to their creator? I am ashamed because I was forced to unleash you upon the universe prematurely.

With the door open, there was enough space to roll the ball out of the Screamer. The last step was getting the damned thing off its racks.

The twins said the latches were magnetic, and I knew they were remotely operated from the cockpit. That told me they were most likely electromagnetic. No power, no magnet.

My soul blades burst from the armor over my wrists, and I went to work on the racks. The metal was thin but resilient, and it took me ten seconds to saw through the metal around the magnetic clamp attached to the rear of the cultivator. One down, one to go.

“Die, traitor!” A guard screamed.

One of the fuckers slipped past Lon and Won and decided to play the hero. He stared at me through the open bomb bay door with his gun held at the ready. His bulging eyes lacked pupils, but I had no trouble reading the expression behind his chrome half-mask. Those eyes burned with a hatred more intense than any I’d seen in awhile, human or alien.

Before he could squeeze the trigger on his shotgun, I scrambled for cover. There was precious little of that, so I scuttled down the maintenance tube toward the bow of the Screamer. My claws were still out, and I prayed the fuckhead would come into the bomb bay after me. I needed him to get a bit closer so I could rip his goddamned head off and piss down his neck.

But the guard wasn’t an idiot. He’d taken one look at me in my space reaper suit and decided to do things the easy way. The shotgun roared, again and again, and every blast hit the Screamer like a piledriver. Bit by bit, the vessel’s skin peeled away.

If I didn’t do something, he’d reveal my little hidey-hole and blast me to ribbons.

Your assessment is correct, Avatar. You have not yet upgraded your armor, and it is no match for this weapon. Given that you cannot or will not dodge, you do not want to engage this target at range.

Which left me with one desperate trick left to play.

I waited until the shotgun’s blasts were pounding at the Screamer’s skin near the cockpit, then darted back toward the open bay door. I threw myself at the bomb racks with every ounce of strength I could muster and drove my blades into the magnetic latch like I was a starving man and it stood between me and the last Twinkie on Earth.

Another shotgun blast rattled the Screamer, and a chunk of armor plating fell away to clatter on the stone floor. The guard shouted at me, but I couldn’t hear his words over the clanging of my soul blades against the final latch.

“Come on,” I shouted, “break goddamnit!”

“Whatever you’re doing, do it fast,” Won and Lon called over the local comms channel. “They’re bringing up the heavy guns, and we’re running out of steam. We need to end this, and we need to do it quickly.”

Fuck.

“I need another thirty seconds,” I said as I ripped a chunk of the latch away. We were getting close. “Hold the fort as long as you can and be ready to use those jump belts when I give you the signal.”

“What signal?” They both shot back my earpiece.

“You’ll know it when you see it.”

The latch finally gave up the ghost and shattered into a dozen tiny pieces. Sparks flew from the severed connections, but I ignored them because I was too busy trying to get away from the maniac with the vibrating shotgun.

Another blast had torn the side of the Screamer wide open, leaving me with nowhere to hide. My opponent grinned beneath his hood, revealing a mouth filled with needle-like teeth.

“There you are,” he snarled.

“Yep,” I said, throwing myself behind the cultivator, “you found me.”

I hooked my hands around the weapon and yanked it forward. With no magnet to hold it in place, it popped off the rack and rolled toward the bomb bay doors like the world’s biggest bowling ball.

Perfect.

The shotgun roared again, but the cultivator absorbed the blast. I hoped its shell was strong enough to stand up to the punishment because if this dickweed damaged the weapon, my plan was dead before it started.

This scheme has minimal chance of success, and I wish you had consulted with me before you attempted such a ridiculous maneuver. You are likely to get yourself and all your companions killed.

I ignored Seymour’s doom and gloom. Sure, on the surface, what I was doing seemed like a terrible idea. Unfortunately, it was my only option if I wanted to survive. It might not work, it might be completely insane, but if I pulled it off, I got to live.

In the end, I didn’t really have a choice. I could only see one way to get over to the spire and finish this stupid fucking mission.

The cultivator picked up speed as it rolled out of the Screamer, and I scrambled along with it to keep the guard from blowing a hole in me. The plan was working great, but if the ball kept rolling in the same direction, it was going to bounce down the stairs.

That was not the direction I needed it to move.

I slammed my shoulder into the deadly black wrecking ball and tried to shift its course before it was too late. It gained mass by the second, if I didn’t get it moving in the right direction, soon, my plan was ruined.

The guard took another shot at me, and I threw myself flat on the floor. The slug warbled past my head with inches to spare and plowed into the back of one of the guards near the stairs. There was a dull thump as the slug blew the guard’s body in three different directions. Blood splashed everywhere, blinding other guards and forcing Won and Lon to shield their eyes with upraised hands.

“We need to end this,” the twins said, their voices eerily calm. “Our strength wanes.”

“Mine, too,” I growled back as I scrambled to my feet and leaned into the rolling cultivator. My legs screamed, and my back felt like it was going to snap in half, but the ball started moving away from the stairs and toward the opposite side of the open atrium.

Thank God for small miracles.

If you’d only had the foresight to kill more people, you could have purchased more armor, strength, perhaps even a few upgrades for me. But, no, you were too selfish and preoccupied with your own petty concerns to worry about our future together.

The guard saw his opportunity and took another shot at me as my rolling cover moved away. I threw one arm into the air and pivoted on my right heel, twisting and arching my back to avoid the incoming slug.

And I almost dodged it.

The fizzing edge of the slug’s deadly aura grazed my ribs as it passed. It felt like someone had kicked me in the chest with the toe of a steel-toe boot, but my survival instinct kept me upright. If I hunched around my wound, the guard would put a bullet into the back of my head, and my life would be over in the blink of an eye.

I released my pain in a whooping battle cry and charged at the shotgunner. I ducked low and dodged to the right to avoid another shot, which plowed into the floor next to my feet. Chunks of the building flew in every direction and splinters of stone pinged off my armor like hail from a tin roof.

Then I was inside his guard and went to work. My left hand darted forward and ripped through the tendons in his forearm. As his weapon fell from his crippled hand, my right arm swooped in to drive my soul blades up under his ribs. The serrated edges ripped up through his lungs and slashed open his heart. I whipped my hands in opposite directions, tearing his arm free and rupturing his rib cage in a geyser of gore. Without breaking stride, I stomped his crumpling body to the floor and charged toward the shattered window.

Eighty-one kills and eighty-four souls harvested, Avatar. I suppose that’s better than nothing at all, though it appears Won and Lon have harvested almost as many kills from this single encounter. Be a hero, Avatar. Be more like Won and Lon.

“Get ready to run, boys,” I shouted as I ran alongside the cultivator. Its mass was growing at a shocking rate, and it already weighed so much the stone floor splintered and cracked under the weapon as it rolled forward. The weapon was moving along at a pretty good clip when it rolled out of the Screamer, but as it got heavier and heavier, it was no longer accelerating as quickly.

Fucking Newton and his goddamned piece of shit second law.

Won and Lon broke away from the guards and liberated a few blitz rifles from the fallen bodies they passed as they joined me on the far side of the cultivator. They fired their scavenged assault rifles into the guards chasing after them, but their hailstorm of bullets didn’t stop the masses of armored assholes from pursuing us. I added a couple of shots from my pistol to the mayhem, which shredded two of the guards and wounded their companions. Turns out the frictionless coil could really fuck you up if you had the bad luck to be too close to one of your exploding pals.

Kills eight-two and eighty-three, eighty-six souls harvested. Why not wait a few seconds and up your body count like a real professional?

The cultivator ground to a stop a few feet from the edge of the observation atrium. Its mass continued increasing, and the surrounding stone was covered in a spiderweb of deep cracks. It looked like someone had thrown an anvil into the middle of an iced-over lake.

“What’s the play?” Won and Lon asked.

“We wait,” I said, and blasted another guard into greasy red giblets. The floor was awash with blood and gore, but the guards weren’t stopping. They were so enraged they wanted to tear us apart with their bare hands and had all but abandoned their firearms in favor of clubs and knives. Maybe they were afraid to keep shooting at the cultivator.

Maybe they were just super, super pissed at the mess we’d made.

Maybe they’re cowering in fear of your superior might. Eighty-three kills, eighty-five souls harvested, by the way.

“Until?” the twins asked. They popped out of the cultivator’s cover and sprayed automatic weapons fire into the charging guards. A jaw vanished in a haze of slick white splinters and pulped red meat. Another guard’s eyes burst from their sockets as the high-velocity round passed through his sinuses and exited the top of his head in a mushroom cloud of blood and brains.

The cultivator reached its tipping point. Its mass had been increasing at an exponential rate, and my plan was finally paying off. The building shuddered as the supports on our side gave up the ghost. Huge slabs of siding calved from the tower’s side and crashed into the streets below.

Such a waste. You will not harvest the souls who remain in this tower when it collapses. If you’d only killed them with your blades—

“Get ready!” I shouted to the twins. “It’s almost time to jump!”

The weight of the cultivator had destroyed the tower’s integrity on this side. The upper floors were tilting toward the courtyard at an alarming rate. Guards slid past us and shot out the shattered windows, their bodies crashing into the metal rail bordering the outer edges of the tower, then flipping up and over to slam into the stones far below.

The jump to the central spire had been impossible before I sent the top floors of the tower swaying in its direction.

Now it was just highly improbable that the jump belts would get us there.

It was going to have to be good enough. I holstered my pistol and ran for my life.

“Geronimo!” I shouted and raced toward the edge of the tilting tower. I kept my eyes on the distant spire and pumped my arms and legs for all they were worth. At the last possible second, I leaped onto the now-horizontal railing. I bent my knees and jumped toward the spire, praying the jump belt worked as promised.

For a moment, I hung motionless at the top of my jump, like Wile E. Coyote chasing the Road Runner off a ledge.

And then I plummeted toward the ground.
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Chapter 10

The world was coming apart at the seams. The falling tower behind me groaned as the upper half of the structure gave into the hungry grasp of gravity. The mass accumulator’s crushing weight shattered the tower’s support structures and snapped the tall building right across its middle. The upper floors had fallen in a deadly arc toward the spire. This brought the twins and me within jump belt range of where our target was holed up, just as I’d planned.

The guards we’d left behind, however, weren’t so fortunate. As the tower tilted toward parallel, the terrorists slid across the atrium and tumbled over the guardrail and fell screaming toward the distant ground.

If my jump belt didn’t kick in soon, I’d be joining them.

Bullets and blasts of energy from the guards occupying the central spire’s defensive posts ripped through the surrounding air. A few of the bastards carried portable rocket launchers and lobbed short-range missiles at the surviving Screamers. Blossoms of fire exploded overhead and rained sulfurous tendrils of smoke on those of us stupid enough to be caught in this castle-turned-deathtrap.

Worst of all, the central spire’s landing pad, where the twins and I were headed, was crowded with gray-clad guards armed pointing a terrifying variety of shooty things at the remnants of my fireteam.

It was fucking insanity. It was chaos, violence, and danger. It was war.

I loved it, but I just kept falling.

Look up, Avatar.

Shit, that was right. I’d briefly glanced at the ground after jumping, and now the jump belt didn’t know what to do with itself. I raised my eyes to stare at the landing pad and strained my arms toward it, hoping the jump belt would get the picture and fire its rockets or whatever the fuck it used for propulsion. I needed it to stop my fall, right fucking then, before I became another pulp smear on the ground below.

Lon and Won, much more experienced and agile than I, didn’t have the same trouble with their jump belts. After a half-second’s fall, they vaulted into the air in a smooth arc toward the landing pad. I watched with envy as their toes touched gracefully on its guardrail and they somersaulted over the heads of the surprised guards. Ribbons of blood sprayed from wounded guards as the twins continued their deadly work. Lon slit the throats of two guards during his somersault, and his twin had practically decapitated two more before he landed behind the shooters.

I strained toward them, begging my jump belt to kick in.

I told you this was a terrible idea, Avatar. All of my time and energy wasted because you were impetuous and unable to calculate the simple odds of success.

There was a faint humming sound at the back of my head, and every hair on my body rose on end as a wave of static electricity passed through my armor.

The jump belt kicked in, I rose in a smooth arc toward my target. Despite the terrifying fall a few moments before, it was hard to feel anything but exhilaration as I flew through the air.

An arc that ended about three feet lower than I’d hoped. My chest slammed into the lower edge of the landing pad. The impact stunned me for a split second, and gravity yanked on my feet.

I slid backward, scrambling for purchase on the landing pad’s smooth surface. There was no way for me to tell if I could trigger the jump belt again so soon after the first jump, or if I was about to find myself pulling a Hans Gruber and tumbling to an untimely end while my enemies gloated.

Blades!

Seymour’s prodding snapped me out of my terrified daze and got me moving in the right direction. I popped the soul blades on my left hand and drove them into the landing pad’s surface. They sank a full inch into the stone and stopped my slide.

Most of my body was over the side of the landing pad, but I was no longer sliding toward a messy end. That was an improvement.

The guards were focused on Won and Lon, who were quickly converting a bunch of living soldiers into meaty kibble. Blood splattered around me like droplets from Dracula’s lawn sprinkler, and I wondered how many the twins had killed.

More than you, and they’re only simple space mercenaries. You embarrass me with your pitiful harvest, Avatar.

I grabbed one of the guard rail’s support posts with my right hand and dragged myself up onto the landing pad.

Lon and Won worked overtime. They ignored their injuries to shred the rush of armed guards headed in their direction. I was too busy hauling myself away from the abyss to take careful note of their technique, but it involved a lot of spinning and slicing on their part and a lot of screaming and dying from their enemies.

I never, ever, wanted to fuck with those two unless I was far, far away and armed with a sniper rifle. Even then, I didn’t give myself good odds of being able to put a bullet through their domes before they reached me. They were scary motherfuckers.

Learn from them, do not fear them. The more souls you claim, the more powerful you will become. I keep encouraging you to do better, you just need to listen to me, Avatar.

“You call that encouragement?” I growled as I swung my right foot up to hook on the side of the platform.

Of course. I am like the bird-mother, gently coaxing her young to take flight from the nest. Do my words not give you a sense of warm relief?

“Uhh, no,” I hissed as I rolled onto the platform and sprung to my feet.

One of the guards must’ve seen me and decided he’d had enough of my bullshit. Or maybe he’d been looking for some excuse to move away from Won and Lon before he got ginsu’d.

The staccato rhythm of an automatic weapon punched through the air and a line of bullet holes stitched their way across the stone toward me. I had nowhere to go but back, which would have sent me over the rail.

Given a choice between a long fall to certain death and possibly getting shot, I’d take option B every day.

I rolled forward, and another burst buzzed past me as loud and angry as a swarm of killer hornets. One of the bullets grazed the armor over my right hip, and the impact rang like a bell.

Careful, Avatar, remember you only have Level 1 armor. It will not stop a bullet at this range. Your best bet is to murder him immediately.

My roll carried me to the guard who’d been shooting at me, and I sprang to my feet before throwing an elbow into his face. His nose burst apart like a hammered juice box, and his eyes rolled up in their sockets. He rocked back on his heels, and I ripped the assault rifle from his hands before he could recover his wits and try perforating my hide again. His eyes were still rolled back in his head when I slammed the butt of his weapon into his guts.

The guard doubled over, his breath whooshing out along with his lunch. Foul-smelling vomit splattered over the toes of my boots. It reminded me far too much of the chili I’d eaten earlier in the day.

“Gross,” I grumbled as I drove the soul blades on my left hand through the base of his skull. I actually felt a bit surprised at how easy that had been.

Eighty-four kills, eighty-eight souls harvested. You’re so close to your next upgrade, Jay, don’t stop now! Fill the sky with blood and screams! Bring me souls!

Another bullet whizzed through the air next to my head, so I sprinted over toward the twins. The change in my position put the majority of the guards between me and the shooters who’d pulled back to plink at us with their firearms. Unless they wanted to open fire on their own troops, the killers were no longer a threat to we honest mercenaries trying to earn a day’s pay.

“On your left,” I called out as I swooped up beside the nearest twin. I couldn’t tell which one I was closest to, but I wanted them both to know I was there, so they wouldn’t inadvertently skewer or filet me with those whirling knives.

“Acknowledged,” they said and shifted their position farther away from me until we were slightly more than an arms’-length apart. They hardly missed a step in their deadly dance and went right back to murdering guards without collateralizing my ass.

With no one trying to shoot me in the face and the twins occupying the guards’ attention, I had a second to get the lay of the land. We were on a platform about a hundred feet across with a glowing red X emblazoned on its surface. A sturdy guardrail surrounded the platform, but recent experience told me it wasn’t sturdy enough to keep anyone from falling to their death if the spire suddenly took a header.

The only entrance to the building was a glass and chrome door on the edge of the landing platform. If our target was anywhere, she’d be somewhere inside.

“We need to get through the door,” I shouted, driving my blades through the face of a nearby guard. The tips of the deadly weapons punched through his cheekbones and angled up to shred his gray matter like a blender.

I pivoted my hips to the left and swung my arm as hard as I could across my body. As my fist drew even with my left hip, the momentum of his flailing body tore him loose from my weapons. The gleaming metal claws burst free in a jumble of bone and brains, and his spasming corpse slammed into the guards next to him. His allies struggled with their fallen comrade, confusion and panic spreading through their ranks as they realized just how fucked they all were. I reared back on my right foot and drove my left heel into the dead man’s chest. The stomping kick pushed the corpse and the three guards holding it up to the ground.

Excellent! Eighty-five kills, ninety souls harvested! You please me greatly, Avatar. Continue with the killing. Let them feel our power. You are the god of death.

Before my fallen enemies could untangle themselves from the corpse, I took a single step, jumped into the air, and drove my armored feet into the faces of two of the fallen men. The third slithered from under his dead comrade, but there was no way I was letting him get away so easily. I twisted my heel through the brains of a dead guard and delivered a brutal kick to the side of his head. His neck shattered, and death tremors rattled through his body in grisly spasms.

An enraged guard charged me, his fury overwhelming any sense of self-preservation. He raised an oversized knife above his head to deliver a killing stroke.

He never had a chance.

I dropped low and swung my right leg out in a sweep that took his feet right out from under him. As he fell, I threw an uppercut with my left hand and drove the soul blades through his spine. Their tips exploded from his chest in a spray of blood and bone.

Seymour was laughing non-stop in my head.

There were still fifty guards bunched up around us, and I didn’t have time to kill them all. If Morl’s estimates were right, we had less than ten minutes before local security showed up and turned our party into a shooting gallery.

“I’m making a run for it,” I shouted as I ripped the blades loose from the dead man and swatted aside another guard’s baton before it rang my bell. “Keep these fuckers busy while I get the target.”

“Figures,” Lon and Won said with a laugh, “Leaving us with the grunts so you can go for the fat purse?”

I couldn’t help but laugh at their complaints. We were up to our assholes in bad guys and guts, but all Lon and Won cared about was the payday. It made me wonder how many other situations like this they’d waded through, and how many people they have killed.

Their numbers will soon be a fraction of yours, Avatar.

“Fine, we’ll make it a race,” I shouted to the albinos, interrupting my sentence to deflect an incoming knife. My armored hand couldn’t stop a full thrust, but it turned out it could easily push aside a swung knife without costing me a finger. Before the knife-wielder retreated out of my reach, I pivoted on one foot and peeled her face off with my soul blades. As her ruptured eyeballs oozed out of their naked sockets, I drove my right-hand soul blades into another guard’s thigh and used my arm as a lever to swing my body forward. My blades exited her in a shower of vermillion blood that reeked of bleach. “First one to the door gets to go after the target. Losers have to hold back the bad guys.”

The twins didn’t answer me because they were too busy kicking their murder spree into an entirely new gear. Their artsy flourishes picked up speed until they were blurred pinwheels of carnage. Their arms darted out of their spins with pinpoint precision, and their blades stole lives with blinding speed. They disappeared behind a flurry of flashing knives and a multi-colored cloud of spurting blood.

Eighty-seven kills, ninety-four harvested souls! Do not let them steal your prize, Avatar. Show them your power!

A cold maniac’s grin pinned the corners of my lips back to my ears. The twins were all artistry and elegance, but my style was a little more straightforward, and a lot faster.

I strode into the crowd of opposing guards, my arms pumping like pistons in a steady, mechanical rhythm. Every thrust ended in a splatter of blood and gore, and every recoil spilled internal organs onto the platform. It was like swimming through chummed waters, and the mixed stinks of blood and death filled my head with their primal perfume. I lost track of who died from my blades, but Seymour was part of my thoughts, and he filled me in.

One hundred and six souls harvested, Avatar, and ninety-three kills. Congratulations on your epic milestone.

One of the guards got lucky and grazed my shoulder with an electrified billy club. Though my armor absorbed most of the club’s impact, the worst of the electric shock coursed through me like a blast of lightning. My teeth vibrated in my jaw, and my arms and legs went as limp as wet ramen.

“For the cause!” he shouted and brought the sparking club around for a shot at my face.

My limbs were only sort of taking orders from headquarters as the residual tremors from the electrical shock had my nerves shorting out like a toaster in a bathtub. Dodging was out of the question, so I threw myself at the guard like a punch-drunk boxer going for the clinch. I caught one of his arms under mine, but it didn’t take the baton out of action.

His blow passed by my head and his arm bent over my left shoulder. The baton slammed into the armor covering my spine, which turned my brain into a fucking Christmas tree. Lights flashed behind my eyes and every muscle in my body quivered with uncontrollable spasms.

Too bad for the guard my grip on his body passed the same shock to him. He didn’t have armor to absorb any of the juice, though, so most of his nerve fibers became live wires that delivered a jolt of lightning straight to his brain fat. His head shot back, and his mouth burst open to unleash a gout of smoke into the ash-strewn air. The hearty smell of roasting pig meat filled the air, and my stomach growled with a sudden hunger for a delicious pulled pork sandwich from Mabel’s.

You should really consider an armor upgrade if you’re going to keep putting yourselves into these ridiculous situations, Avatar.

A pained grunt was the best I could manage, but my head was back in charge of my arms and legs. I hoisted the stunned guard into the air and slammed his head down onto his buddy’s peaked cowl. Their skulls knocked together with a sound like a pair of coconuts cracking, and they both squawked with surprise as they crumpled to the ground.

Once you deposit the souls in the forge, you will be able to increase our power. Can you taste it, Jay? Soul by soul, we are becoming gods. Aren’t you glad I picked you as my avatar?

The next guard was preoccupied with the twins and never saw his end coming. I spun him around, and a quick rake of my soul blades opened his abdomen. Intestines unspooled from the hole in his gut and splattered around his ankles in a steaming, stinking pile. The nearest guards saw the horrifying assault and instinctively retreated from the blood-soaked demon before them.

Avatar, don’t be unreasonable, finish the man. Claim his soul!

But I didn’t. The mortally wounded guard would die from his injuries soon enough, but in the meantime, his agonized screams and the horrifying wound had frightened the other guards out of their fanatical defense of the spire. They were suddenly much more interested in not getting killed by me than in defending the spire’s door.

Before the guards could recover from their shock, I lunged forward and drove my blades through another guard’s bicep. He screamed and tried to pull himself free, but I’d already twisted my wrist to lock the blades around his humerus. With a roar, I drove my fist forward and turned it hard to the left. His arm snapped, and jagged ends of glistening bone burst from ribbons of torn flesh. I drew my hand back, and the serrated edges of the blades sawed through the last shreds of meat and muscle holding his mauled arm together. The lower three-quarters of his savaged limb fell to the landing pad with a meaty splat. Blood from his stump splattered across my visor as I charged ahead, and the heady scent of arterial blood pushed my adrenaline into overdrive.

My tactic had worked. The screaming, wounded guards repelled their allies, who recoiled from me and stumbled into Lon and Won’s deadly dance. I’d successfully herded them away from me and into the twins, forcing the deadly brothers to take more kills and leaving my path to the door wide open.

A single guard stepped into my path as I ran toward my target, but I jumped and drove my armored knee into the brave fool’s face before he could twist his gun to me. His sinuses collapsed on impact, and my knee left a softball-sized indentation in his forehead. His eyes bulged from their sockets, and his tongue clucked against the roof of his mouth as shards of splintered bone sliced through his gray matter like razor blades. I swept the dead man aside as I landed and continued my run toward the door.

One hundred and one kills, and hundred and fourteen souls, Avatar. You may redeem yourself after all.

“I’m almost inside! Hold them off until I have the package,” I shouted to the twins. We’d made a deal, and I hoped they upheld their end of it.

I was two steps from the door when it swung open to reveal its gloomy interior. At the last second, a black-clad, but distinctly feminine figure peeled herself away from the wall of shadows and opened up with a snub-nosed carbine. The gunner’s active camouflage had hidden her until I’d gotten too close, but the rapid flashes of light from her weapon’s barrel caused it to glitch and scatter away from her like shards from a broken mirror. Her gray cloak fluttered in the wind, and her cowl flipped back to reveal a hard-faced woman with gleaming chrome spheres where her eyes should be.

I tried to twist away from her attack, pivoting on my right heel to present a narrower profile. It almost worked, but the first shot was faster than I was, and the bullet slammed into the outside of my left thigh with a sledgehammer’s force. There was a sound like glass shattering, and for a moment I felt the wind blowing across my skin.

That was a very near thing, Avatar. It was a glancing blow. A direct hit would have blown through your leg like a rocket through toilet paper. The armor will restore itself to full strength in a few seconds, but please consider avoiding attacks in the future.

My leg ached like the time my grandfather’s mule had bitten me just for spite, but it wasn’t going to slow me down. I lunged for the guard, blades extended.

My foe saw me coming and reached for her knife, but I was faster than she was. I trapped her wrist between the blades jutting from the back of my right hand, and a quick flick shattered the bones in her forearm. She screamed, and her knife clattered to the landing pad before she could put it to use.

I snatched her up by the throat with my left hand hooked under her jaw and smashed her back into the glass door.

“Where is Kira Alari?” I demanded.

She responded with a kick to my bruised leg, which hurt like a motherfucker even through the armor. A wildfire burst of pain raced through my veins, and my rage rose to meet it.

In one smooth motion, I released the guard, twisted my hand, and shoved my blades through her eye sockets and out the back of her head. The attack shattered the door, and I scraped the corpse off my knives as I passed through the broken glass.

Seek and destroy!

“I’m in,” I said, leaning against the wall. I’d entered a hallway that curved around to the right. There were doors on the left and right ahead of my position, but I didn’t see anyone stepping out to fuck up my day.

“You’re a fucker,” the twins said in unison, “but we won’t hold it against you. You’re a hell of a fighter, Jay.”

“Thanks,” I said, a small ember of pride igniting in my chest. Coming from the pair of killers, the compliment was high praise indeed.

“We’ll carve the rest of these little ones up,” the twins said. “But the clock is winding down. You’ve only got a few minutes to get the package out of there before security shows up.”

“Fuck,” I cursed. “I have to find the scrambler, too. We need to call Marga and Morl over here to pick us up so we can get our asses into the wind before more bad guys show up.”

A quick reach round to my back brought the assault rifle into my grip. The blades netted me more souls, but if I ran into a firefight, I needed to be able to reach out and touch a motherfucker from a distance.

I stopped next to the door on the right side of the hall and listened for any movement on the other side. I didn’t hear anything, so gave the handle a quick twist and shove while I kept my back flat against the wall. As the door swung open, I pivoted and limped in an arc across the doorway with my weapon ready to spit death at anyone who made a move in my direction.

The rooms’ occupants cowered at the sight of the weapon, lowering their heads and raising their hands high overhead. The room’s perimeter was lined with folding tables stacked high with computer gear. Keyboards, monitors, some weird goggles, and all kinds of glowing, humming boxes took up every inch of available space on those tables.

The occupants were obviously technicians of some sort and were not interested in a fight. Good. I didn’t want to have to shoot a whole room full of noncombatants.

“Where is Kira Alari?” I asked, moving the gun’s barrel from one target to the next.

None of the technicians said a word, but one of them darted his skinny hand toward a keyboard on the table to his right.

Years of combat experience had my body moving in two directions at once. My feet backpedaled out of the room, opening up some space between my meatsack and any IEDs the scrawny little fuck kept squirreled away in that room.

My hands pointed the rifle at the offending technician and squeezed off a shot. The tech was a little guy, small and skittish, a humanoid-feather-bird of a man. His slender hand blew apart like a frog with a firecracker in its belly. He screamed, and collapsed to the floor, his good hand clutching his wrist below the ruined stump. It’d be a long time before he did any typing.

“I’m going ask my question again, then I’m going to get ugly,” I said. “The next one who goes for a keyboard or does anything but give me the answer I want gets a bullet through the skull. Where is Kira Alari?”

One of the technicians came to her senses and pointed her finger off to the right. Her tiny, faceted eyes gleamed like jewels, and a crown of wires sprouted from the top of her head like a cyberpunk halo. Pale pink tears streamed down her chubby cheeks and around the vertical slit of her mouth as she gave up the goods.

“She’s in the safe room,” she whimpered.

“Where is it?” I asked.

The chubby alien blubbered in terror for a moment, then sniffled and calmed down enough to speak.

“Follow the main hall. It’s at the center of the spire.”

“Good,” I said. “If anyone leaves this room or calls for help, I’m coming back here. And believe me when I tell you a missing hand will be the least of your worries if you ever see me again. Now, empty your pockets.”

They all nodded at once, like a pack of bobble-heads, and turned their pockets inside out without even trying to catch what fell out of them. In seconds, they’d littered the floor with all kinds of electronic doodads.

“Move your asses over there,” I said and pointed my blades at the corner farthest from the door. I waited for the techs to shuffle out of my way, then used the side of my foot to sweep all their dropped gear into a neat pile.

And then I stomped the pile into sparking splinters of glass and plastic. The techs watched me do it with sad little puppy dog eyes like I’d stolen their bags of Halloween candy.

Before I left the room, I rammed my blades through anything that looked remotely like a computer. I did not want any of them trying to be a hero and calling for help. Satisfied I’d wrecked all of their means of communication, I grabbed a chair, dragged it into the hallway, pulled the door closed, and wedged a chair under its handle to make sure they couldn’t pull it open.

I didn’t want to kill any of the poor fuckers in there and hoped they had enough sense to not force my hand on the issue. If they’d keep their heads down for a few more minutes, they’d have a scary story to tell at the bar later.

If they decided to get in my way, they’d be worm food in the next second.

There were seven technicians in the room, Avatar. There is no reason you couldn’t have killed them all with your soul blades. You passed up fourteen souls for what? To feel better about your moral high ground?

“Because that’s not how I do things,” I grumbled.

“What did you say?” the twins asked. “You okay in there, Jay?”

“Fine,” I shot back. “Just shaking some assholes down for info.”

You’re getting good at lying, Avatar. But remember you can never truly lie to me.

“No shit,” I whispered. “You are in my head all the time like some sort of psychic creeper.”

It isn’t magic or psychic powers, Avatar. Our minds are joined.

“Whatever. Shut up for a few minutes so I can focus.”

The hallway curved ahead of me, turning to my right at a gradually increasing angle. I hugged the outer wall as I followed the spiraling passage, shuffling from my injured leg to my good one as I limped toward my goal. It was the best way to see any approaching guards before they saw me, but it made my wounded leg ache something fierce.

A small squad of guards screwed up and didn’t clear their approach. They were all bunched together when I caught them flat footed, so I leaned out to give myself a wider angle of fire. My bullets sprayed the hallway with a steady stream of lead and death. Two of them went down with sucking chest wounds, and the remaining members of their unit were too shocked to react. They might have been terrorists, but freezing under fire told me they hadn’t seen many firefights. That kind of reaction is a fast way to get killed.

Something wasn’t right here, but I didn’t have time to puzzle it out.

I moved to the nearest guard, and he brought his rifle up to squeeze off a shot. Before his finger could tighten, I grabbed the barrel of his weapon and shoved it back into his sternum like a spear. The impact shook the weapon out of the guard’s grip and forced him into the man next to him.

I flung the stolen assault rifle down the wall behind me and drove my right hand’s blades up under the gasping guard’s rib cage. The savage strike took out his left lung and heart at once. With the dead guard still stuck on my blades, I rested my assault rifle’s barrel on his shoulder and fired a single shot into the head of the man behind him.

The last surviving soldier panicked and squeezed the trigger on his weapon without aiming. The burst ripped through the guard I’d shot in the head and into the man still impaled by my blades. The bullets shook the dead guard off my hand and left me open to attack.

I threw a looping haymaker at the unfortunate bastard who’d tried to shoot me. The blades sandwiched the guard’s jawbone, slicing into his mouth and through his neck in the same instant. He burbled and sprayed blood like a fountain before slumping to the floor with both hands clutched to his ruined face. A moment later, he coughed and drowned in his own blood.

One hundred and six kills! You have harvested one hundred and nineteen souls, Avatar. An impressive feat for a human.

I squinted and did the math. “That’s more than I thought.”

“What the fuck are you talking about, Jay?” Won and Lon asked. “We’ve got this under control, but you’re running out of time. Stop babbling and move.”

Do as your companions say. Trust me, I am keeping an accurate count of your murders.

The further I went into the spire, the more I realized it was never intended to be any sort of defensible installation. Sure, there were a shitload of terrorist guards protecting the place, but none of them were wearing proper combat armor, and most of them apparently had no experience on the battlefield. They must have been private security, hired by whoever owned this palace to keep out the riffraff and deal with annoying HOA enforcement officers.

When I reached an atrium with luxurious carpets and towering artwork hanging from its walls, I realized I’d been in a place just like this one.

During a big push into Kandahar, when I was still green as fuck and scared out of my mind, I’d been a member of a unit tasked with sweeping a building for Taliban insurgents. It’d been a big, fancy hotel with nothing on the ground floors to tip us off there were any bad guys in residence. But as we moved up, we started seeing signs that shit was not kosher. At the very tippy-top we’d engaged a shitload of heavily armed assholes in a penthouse they’d converted into a makeshift command headquarters.

The spire reminded me of that shitshow.

A scuttling pack of technicians bolted away from me the second they laid eyes on my fancy armor, tails between their legs like they’d seen the Grim Reaper himself.

Their reaction made me feel surprisingly good.

“Where is Kira Alari?” I barked as I snatched one of the technicians by the back of his neck. He struggled for a moment, then I slapped his pointy skull and spun him around to face me.

He squawked and flapped when I curled my fist into the shimmering fabric of his flowing shirt, but all three of his seven-fingered hands together couldn’t pry my fingers off.

“We’re going for a walk,” I said, using my most polite inside voice so he wouldn’t piss his pants.

It didn’t work.

“Don’t kill me!” he begged.

“I don’t plan on killing you,” I said with a noncommittal shrug. “But I may not have a choice if you don’t stop flapping your gums and listen to me.”

The hostage was small and light enough for me to manage with one hand. I spun him around and grabbed the back of his skull to make sure he didn’t try running away. I rested my assault rifle’s barrel on his shoulder and didn’t bother hugging the wall as I guided him around the spiral. I wanted any approaching guards to see my hostage first to stop any bullshit firefights from breaking out. I didn’t have the time to kill every guard in the place.

Unfortunately for the guards, they didn’t seem able to stop picking fights with little old me.

“Let him go,” a guard barked as we rounded the spiral. An obvious leader, he bore bright white streaks under his vertically slitted eyes, and a strange rune glowed from the noseless center of his face. He was flanked by pairs of guards on his left and right. They looked green and terrified.

“Get out of my way, or I’ll kill him, then I’ll kill all of you,” I threatened. “I’m here for one person, the rest of you are collateral. If you want to live, drop your weapons and forget you ever saw me. Whoever you’re guarding, they’re not worth dying for.”

As I spoke, I kept walking. The guards hesitated, which told me they either didn’t want to take a chance of shooting the technician or they were scared shitless. I didn’t care which it was as long as they didn’t try shooting me.

The guard captain decided to play hero at the last second. As I prepared to pass him, he thrust his pistol at my face and almost managed to put a bullet through my dome.

Almost.

I’d expected the leader to take a shot and was dodging before he could take me out. I let go of my hostage and tossed my assault rifle from my right hand to my left. I curled my fist around the captain’s wrist and shoved his hand at one of his subordinates. A burst of shrieking metal spikes blasted from the gun’s barrel and nailed the unfortunate guard’s head to the wall he’d been standing next to.

The death counts, Avatar. Kill one hundred and seven, one hundred and twenty souls harvested.

The captain jerked his arm back and almost escaped my grip. I snatched the barrel of his pistol before my fingers slid free and rotated my arm like I was turning a steering wheel. The sudden rotation caught the captain’s index finger in the pistol’s trigger guard. The digit snapped in two places, and he grunted and released the weapon. I slapped the pistol’s butt across his face so hard it shattered his nose and splintered his front teeth into bloody shards.

The guard on my left lunged at me with a long, curved blade. My hostage had me tied up on that side and blocked a clean shot at the attacking guard. It was a clever move on the guard’s part, but not nearly clever enough to save his life. I thrust the technician to the side, and the guard’s blade slashed through the air between us. Overextended, my attacker couldn’t pull away from the pistol I shoved into his face. I squeezed the trigger and peppered the side of his head with a spray of spikes. The burst of missiles nailed the poor bastards skull to the floor and let his brains ooze out from all the little entry wounds.

The guard to my right hesitated when he saw the carnage I’d unleashed on his partner. A quick pivot on my good leg and a squeeze of the trigger sent a flurry of spikes winging through his chest. He fell black, foaming blood oozing from the puncture wounds dotting his chest. A moment later, his perforated heart stopped pumping, and his eyes rolled up into their sockets.

The guard captain stared at me, his eyes stretched wide and his broken mouth hanging open. Blood streamed down his face, and his lips quivered as he struggled to speak.

“Go on,” he choked out through his shattered teeth, “you’ve killed enough of us.”

Something about his tone bothered me. There was a sad resignation to it like he’d spent his whole life fighting against something only to realize it was far too powerful and massive to ever wholly destroy.

Don’t think about it, Avatar. That is the way of the defeated. Kill him and move on.

For a moment, I considered Seymour’s take on the situation. But instead of gutting the guard captain, I gave him a curt nod and moved on. He was just trying to do his job, like me. He didn’t have to die.

I wrapped my hand around the back of the tech’s neck and continued down the spiral hallway. The poor bastard could have made a run for it if he hadn’t been so freaked out by the fight around him.

“Stay out of our way on the way back,” I said over my shoulder, “or you won’t get off so lucky next time.”

A flat black doorway greeted us at the end of the hallway.

“I’m at the saferoom,” I told Lon and Won. “Shouldn’t be long now.”

“Good,” they responded, “because the local authorities are definitely on their way.”

“Open it,” I demanded, shoving the tech toward the closed door. “Or I’ll snap you in half right here.”

The tech shivered in my grasp and put both hands on the door’s black surface.

“I can’t,” he said, his voice shaking so hard he could barely spit the words out. “There’s a code, and she’s the only one who had it.”

I kept my grip on the tech but yanked him away from the door. I slung my assault rifle into the back harness and hammered my fist against the barrier.

“Open up.”

A woman’s voice, tight with nerves, but confident and collected, answered me.

“We have reinforcements on the way. Unless you want to be cut to ribbons when they arrive, you’ll leave now.”

“We’ve got gunships in the air around this place,” I said, half bluffing. “When your reinforcements arrive, my people will tear them apart and scatter their ashes over the city. They’ll never even reach the spire. Meanwhile, I’ll be in here with your technicians and there’s no telling the kinds of games we’ll play while you cower behind that door.”

There was silence from the other side of the door, so I gave it a good kick to get her attention.

“Lady, I’m not going to warn you again. Either open up, or I’m carving a path through this place like a Harvester through a tobacco field. There won’t be a single person left in one piece by the time I’m finished.”

“You’ll kill me if I let you in,” she said, her voice flat and cold.

“You’re no good to me dead,” I replied, quoting my favorite bounty hunter. “But these pieces of shit out here? I’ll start maiming them just to get your attention. Come out of here, or all these people who work for you will die. Badly.”

The tech in my hand shivered.

“Tell her,” I commanded, and pressed the tips of my soul blades against the technician’s cheek. They quivered with suppressed tension, and a low, rumbling hiss rang in my ears. It wanted to kill.

Stop negotiating with them. Kill the technician, tear down the door. Slaughter any who try to stop you. You cannot be denied your prize.

The excitement in Seymour’s voice was unnerving. This wasn’t a mission to him, it was a slaughterhouse, and he expected me to do the butchering.

“You swear you won’t kill any more of my people if I open this door?” she asked. The confidence was gone from her voice.

“Let me explain something to you, lady,” I said, pushing the growing kernel of sympathy I felt for her aside. “You’re worth a ton to me alive, and far less dead. Your people aren’t worth a single fucking credit to me, no matter their condition. Surrender to me, and the killing stops.”

Without warning, the door vanished into the wall to its left. The room within was dimly lit by a pair of recessed lights in its ceiling that cast a golden glow over the woman from Morl’s briefing.

She wore light armor, clearly scavenged from one of the guards, over a sleek black dress. She’d been getting ready for a night on the town when we’d crashed her party.

Oh, and she held an assault rifle aimed at me.

I clutched the technician to my chest, holding him between her and the weapon pointed at my heart.

“Nice try,” I said, drawing a single drop of blood from the hostage’s cheek. “Now drop your gun, put your hands behind your head, and turn around, or your tech bites it right in front of you, and I’ll still bring you with me.”

Kira Alari stared at me for a moment, her eyes filled with a burning hatred that I could totally understand. Here I was, killing her people, kicking in her door, and giving her orders. She wasn’t used to any of this shit, and it showed.

This girl was nothing but trouble. I needed to get her out of the spire and into a cell somewhere before she fucked up my plans.

With a shuddering sigh, she lowered the assault rifle, then dropped it to the floor. Her eyes never left mine, and the hateful spark grew brighter by the second.

“Smart move,” I said, and shoved the technician out of the room.

Before Kira could lunge for her fallen weapon, I snatched her left wrist and spun her around. Then I grabbed her right wrist and pulled it around behind her back to join the left. She was smaller than she’d looked in the briefing pictures, and I could wrap one hand around both of her wrists. The terrorist leader had the heart of a lion trapped in a pixie’s body. Her limbs were delicate and slender, and the top of her head barely reached my collarbone. She stood a better chance of growing wings and flying away than escaping from my grip.

Ah, yes, you have claimed the prize. She is yours to do with as you will.

“Knock it off,” I thought, enduring the pain of mental communication with Seymour. “She’s a prisoner, not a toy.”

One day, you will understand the foolishness of such a statement. They are all toys to us, Avatar.

“You said reinforcements are coming,” I said. “How many?”

“Why should I tell you?” Kira asked, her voice dripping with bitterness.

“Because if you don’t, something bad is going to happen to the first person I see on my way out of this place,” I said. “Talk.”

“I called for an evacuation as soon as your people hit the towers,” she said, head drooping in defeat. “A pleasure cruiser will be arriving on the landing pad any second now.”

Well, that worked out nicely.

“Our signal’s been scrambled since we touched down,” I said, hoping I was going to get to kill all three birds with one stone. “Where’s your jammer?”

“It’s hardwired into the buildings,” she said, no longer bothering to resist my questions. She’d all but given up. “A crystal privacy lattice tuned to block most frequencies.”

“Good,” I replied to her before speaking into the comms device. “Lon and Won, the package is secured. Heading your way.”

I turned Kira toward the safe room’s only door and guided her into the spiral hallway. A small gaggle of guards had gathered around the captain I’d left alive, but as soon as they saw Kira their eyes grew wide, and the barrels of their weapons slid away from her slight form.

“Tell them to put down their guns, or you’re dead,” I said.

“You already told me I was worth almost nothing to you dead,” she snarled, “and that’s fine with me.”

“You really want your people to live with the fact they killed you?” I asked. The fear in their eyes was as hard and black as Kentucky coal, but I wasn’t its source. They were terrified of the choice in front of them: let the bad guys steal away their leader, or kill her before she disappeared forever.

“Lower your guns,” she said with a heavy sigh, “we’ve lost, at least for today.”

One by one, the weary guards lowered their weapons. Their captain glared at me through lips I’d bloodied a few minutes earlier. They hugged the walls as I passed them, doing their best to avoid all contact with the nightmare dragging their leader away from them.

You’re passing up a perfect opportunity here avatar. These people are defenseless. You could kill them all before they have a chance to raise their arms.

For the briefest flicker of a moment, I considered following the AI’s line of reasoning. The captain had already proved he was a pain in the ass, and the rest of the guards would follow his lead if they got half a chance. Leaving them alive was asking for problems down the road.

But that’s not how I was raised, and it sure as hell wasn’t what I’d learned in the Marines. These were my enemies, sure. But they were only my enemies because I’d taken this job, and my pay didn’t sentence them all to death. There is honor in combat, and I’d be damned if I started ignoring it just because my armor didn’t have the stars and bars pinned on its collars. They’d surrendered, and I wasn’t going to dishonor myself by killing them.

The defeated guards watched us go, but none of them decided to be an idiot, so they all got to live another day.

“It’s funny,” I said, as I steered my captive back to the landing pad. “You don’t look like a terrorist.”

She didn’t miss a beat.

“Really?” she asked without looking back. “Because you look exactly like a fucking prick.”

Oh, Avatar, this one knows you so well.

I couldn’t help but chuckle at Kira’s words as I opened the door to the landing pad. Based on what she’d seen of me, Kira wasn’t wrong, even if it did sting a bit to hear a beautiful woman call me names.

We stepped out of the gloomy building and into the artificial light from New Ordeith’s unchanging sky. As soon as we exited, Kira’s breath caught in her throat like a barbed hook.

“What have you done?” she gasped.

Won and Lon had gone to fucking work, and there were only a handful guards still alive. Those fortunate few knelt before the twins, their hands clasped around the backs of their heads.

The wounded lay in moaning disarray, clutching their spilled guts, pressing their hands to their bleeding wounds, or screaming at the unfeeling sky as their tortured bodies gave up the ghost. The smell of death, equal parts blood, shit, and piss, was so thick it was impossible to breathe without feeling it in your nose and on your tongue.

“Our escape ship is en route,” I told the twins. “We have a cease-fire here. The survivors are free to go.”

Won and Lon each raised an eyebrow in surprise, their eyes blank and inscrutable. Then they gave me a curt nod, and the guards who could stagger to their feet limped away from Lon and Won.

And were cut down by a savage flurry of knife strikes from the rear.

“You bastards!” Kira screamed and tried to tear herself loose from my grasp. I tightened my grip on her wrists, and she moaned as the pain froze her in her tracks.

The twins shrugged at her outburst.

“We don’t need anyone growing a set of balls this close to the end,” they said, and I couldn’t tell if they were talking to Kira or to me. Their eyes were as cold and unfeeling as a shark’s.

The illusion of camaraderie shattered in an instant. I’d seen the look before, and it told me everything I needed to know. I wasn’t the twins’ friend or ally. I was a tool they’d used to get the job done. The second they didn’t need me anymore, I became disposable.

If I didn’t want to end up with knives in my back, I’d have to keep a close eye on them. If push came to shove, I’d have to shoot first to have any chance of survival.

A pleasure cruiser, long and sleek as a knitting needle, stopped above the landing pad and opened its landing gear. It descended on a silent cushion of shimmering air, making hardly a sound as it came to rest.

“Tell your people to get off the ship, and lay down on the ground well clear of it,” I demanded of Kira. “You’ve seen what happens when my friends get nervous. Do not make them nervous.”

The woman’s head hung low, but her voice came through loud and clear.

“Javelin One, this is Core,” Kira said. She was a good leader and kept the distress out of her words. She didn’t want her crew trying anything crazy to save her because she knew it would mean all their deaths. “Flight crew and security team, disembark without your weapons. Move away from the vessel and lay prone. We’ve lost the day here.”

“If they try anything,” I hissed in her ear, “shit will go very poorly for us all.”

“I know, asshole,” she growled. “Get us out of here before the local security force arrives. I don’t want any more blood on my hands.”

The passenger deck unfolded like the long leg of a metallic insect and touched down on the landing pad with a sharp click. A pair of furry rotund aliens with tentacles writhing from the top of their heads were the first down the stairs, their stubby arms held high. A woman with the lower body of the snake and four arms jutting from her broad shoulders followed them. Her forked tongue tasted the air she glared at me with a burning hatred.

“Is that it?” I asked my captive.

Kira nodded but said nothing.

“Won and Lon, sweep the plane,” I said. “You see any surprises, you fucking kill them.”

Sirens wailed in the distance, their warbling echoes radiating and growing louder as they drew closer. We were running out of time.

Thirty seconds later, the twins stuck their head back through the door and motioned for me to come aboard.

“All clear up here,” they said in unison. “They were traveling light.”

I hustled Kira board, and she climbed the steps without protest.

The brothers pulled the ramp up behind us, and it sealed with a faint hiss.

“Park it there, lady,” I said as I motioned toward a seat at the front of the cruiser. “I need to confer with my associates.”

I headed to the rear of the craft, and the killer albinos followed me.

“Either of you to know how to pilot one of these?” I asked, hopefully.

They shook their heads in unison.

“Flying was Hab’s job. We’re just the blades,” they said.

Since your last encounter with a flight console, I’ve done some research via the local network. Head to the cockpit, and we’ll see what we can do.

“You expect me to fly this thing based on some video you watched on alien YouTube?” I thought to Seymour. “Are you fucking crazy?”

Sanity is a subjective measure of an organic mind’s ability to process information accurately. I am beyond such classifications.

Outside the cruiser, the sirens were getting louder. I was out of options.

“Buckle up, kids,” I said to Lon and Won. “I’m keeping the package up front with me, and we’re getting the fuck out of here.”

“Two things,” the twins said. “First, why are you keeping her in the cockpit where she could do a lot of damage, instead of leaving her back here with us?”

Their cold eyes bored into me. We’d been comrades in arms all day, but now they were looking at me like pit bulls eyeballing a bloody slice of raw prime rib.

I told you to kill them before. You should have listened.

“She’s coming with me, because I’m the one who brought her in,” I said, keeping my voice firm but neutral. Then I forced myself to turn my voice cheery and snarky. “And because I’m safe from you maniacs as long as she’s within arm’s reach. Four million credits can make people do some crazy shit. She’s my insurance policy.”

They glanced at one another, and I could feel the electricity passing between them as they communicated at a level I couldn’t imagine. It was bad enough having Seymour in my thoughts from time to time, but having someone in my head every second would be intolerable.

“Fine,” they responded. “We have another question for you. When did you learn to fly?”

“Oh, I’m full of tricks, boys,” I shot back. “But we don’t have time to discuss my credentials right now. Buckle up, and we can have a chat when we get somewhere a little safer.”

“We will,” they said. “Bet on it.”

I headed back to the front of the plane and gestured for Kira to come with me. The twins were burning holes in the back of my neck with their angry eyes, but I didn’t fucking care. I wasn’t letting four million credits out of my sight, and I sure as hell wasn’t giving them a chance to pop me in the neck and make off with the prize themselves.

After Kira and I were safely inside the cockpit, I pointed to the copilot’s chair.

“Sit there. Don’t touch anything, don’t start any bullshit,” I said. “Mind your manners, and we’ll be fine. If you get squirrely, though, I’ll have to hurt you.”

Kira flopped down in the chair and crossed her legs demurely. She kept her hands on her knee and offered me a smile dripping with malice.

“Whatever do you think I would do?” Kira simpered. “I’m only a helpless little girl.”

“I don’t believe that, not for a second,” I said as I fastened the flight harness around my armor. “And your act won’t keep me from making you sorry if you mess with me.”

“I’ll stop pretending if you’ll stop bluffing,” she said and as her delicate hands pulled the straps into place and buckled them with practiced ease. “You’ve already tipped your hand, asshole. You won’t hurt me because it’ll bring down your profits.”

“I think my boss will forgive me if you show up with a few bruises,” I growled as my eyes roamed over the dashboard. The controls were far simpler than the Screamer’s: a few gauges, what looked like a thrust handle, and a joystick. I let Seymour check it all out while I continued my discussion with Kira. “You seem like a smart lady, so don’t be stupid.”

Flashing lights approached the building, the red, blue, and yellow flickers growing closer by the second.

Seymour walked me through the preflight check off, and in short order, we had the engines turning and the sleek cruiser floating above the landing pad. I twisted the joystick to the left, rotating the vessel’s nose away from the flashers, and then eased back on the stick. The instant the nose cleared the guardrail, I slammed the throttle bar forward and hung on for dear life.

Unlike the Screamer, this slender needle of a ship was built for both speed and comfort. Some voodoo science fiction magic compensated for the sudden acceleration. We shot off the landing pad like a bolt from a crossbow, but I hardly felt the pull of G-forces.

“Should be home in ten,” I said, but there was no answer from the twins.

I glanced at Kira as I pushed the cruiser’s nose down. I wanted to keep us below the tops of the tower surrounding us. Seymour obliged by drawing a golden line on my HUD to highlight the shortest path back to the Legion’s compound. All I had to do was keep the ship level, which was easier than I’d imagined thanks to all the computerized flight controls, and stick to the path and we’d be safe in no time.

“Are you blocking our comms?” I asked.

“Embedded safeguards,” Kira said with an impish smile. She tapped her chest with one blue fingernail. “It’s meant to cover my escape in the event of an evacuation; it kicked on a few seconds after you left the spire. It’s part of the VIP package my security team installed a few years back. I’ve got a universal translator in here, an automatic scrambler activated when I move outside a secure area and a few other tricks.”

“Like a tracer?” I asked, my blood growing cold.

Her smile faded away, and she stared out the windshield. Unshed tears clung to her eyelids, but she wouldn’t blink them away in front of me.

“Not here,” she said, her voice as cold and hard as a razor. “The security team you butchered was borrowed from local sympathizers. You’ve hung my crew out to dry, so I’m alone here. I’ll end up like my sister.”

I shrugged and tried to ignore the tension building in my neck and shoulders. Kira had no reason to tell me the truth, and every reason to lie. If there was a tracer in her chest, shit would get a lot uglier before it got better. I needed to deliver her to the Legion before we picked up a tail.

“Your sister wasn’t the assignment. You were,” I said, trying to shut Kira up. There was more than enough for me to worry about with the twins without her filling my head with nonsense.

Kira’s eyes narrowed to venomous slits as she glared at me.

“Mercenary scum.”

“Better than terrorist scum,” I said with a shrug. “I don’t know how many people you’ve killed, but I do know I’ve heard just about enough out of you. Shut it.”

There were no flashing lights ahead of me, and no sirens wailing in the air behind us. Maybe Kira had told the truth, and we weren’t going to be run down by her pals.

I took a quick left down a broad thoroughfare and was surprised at how quickly and easily the vessel respond to my commands. We were moving at a good clip, but it tilted almost vertically onto its left wing, then stabilized, and flopped back onto its belly so smoothly I hardly felt the maneuvers. I nosed into the other air traffic and hoped the camouflage would keep us from being picked up by local security as anything other than a bunch of rich fucks out for a spin.

“Terrorist,” Kira mused, her voice bitter. “Do you know why I came to New Ordeith?”

I kept my eyes on the skies and did my best to ignore her. Prisoners are expert bullshitters. They’ll tell you anything to get you to drop your guard. This one was fucking with my head, trying out her “woe is me” routine. The second I let her inside my defenses, I was screwed.

Kira turned her big violet eyes in my direction, hoping to see me softening up. Instead, she saw my helmet facing straight ahead, my eyes invisible beneath its gleaming chrome exterior. I could be crying like a baby or grinning like a maniac. There was no way for her to tell.

But that didn’t stop her from working on me.

“I didn’t come here to blow up any buildings,” she said and crossed her hands in her lap. She stared down at her entwined fingers, and her voice dropped into a slow, sad cadence. “I met with an informant who gave me my sister’s location. I was in the process of hiring some loyalists to break her out when you and your creepy friends showed up and ruined everything.”

I felt a twinge of regret at her words because I’d have done just about anything to see my grandparents again. Coming so close to recovering her sister from the Dominion only to have everything snatched away from her again must have been a real kick in the teeth.

Do not let her pollute your mind with her foolishness, Avatar. Finish the mission so we can continue with our plans.

Seymour was right. If I could ignore Kira for another half hour, tops, I’d never have to listen to her again. Her problems weren’t my problems. She was a package to be delivered, and I was sure as fuck going to collect the delivery fee.

My stony silence didn’t buy me more than a few seconds of relief from Kira’s psychological warfare.

“You know what Myrin’s crime was?” Kira asked. “That’s my sister’s name, by the way. The Dominion gave her a life sentence for running their blockade over Yulgox.”

I wanted to respond to Kira, to tell her I didn’t care about her or her sister, but that’s what she wanted me to do. If she could break through my indifference enough to get me to talk, even a single sentence, she’d be so much closer to worming her way into my thoughts and emotions. I wasn’t having any of that.

“They said she was a smuggler,” Kira continued. She gave me a sad little smile as she said the words. Combined with those gorgeous eyes of hers, the effect was almost irresistible.

Almost.

“She was, I guess,” Kira said with a cute little shrug. “There was an outbreak of Vages Fever on Yulgox. Their children were dying in the thousands. Myrin brought them medicine.”

Kira’s shrug had dislodged one of the straps on her dress. It drifted down her shoulder, but she ignored it. Her eyes never wavered as she tried to push some emotion through my helmet and into my brain. She wanted my sympathy, but I couldn’t afford to spare any for her. It sucked for her, but we were on opposite sides of a nasty little war, and I wasn’t about to forget it.

Finally, her mouth twisted into a disgusted frown and she looked away from me. A single tear trickled from the corner of her left eye and rolled down her cheek. Her shoulders shook for a moment before she regained her composure and wiped the tear away with an angry swipe of her hand.

“If it weren’t for people like you, there wouldn’t be any war,” Kira said after a few minutes of angry silence. “The Dominion feeds on mercenaries. You’re the fuel that keeps it running. If you weren’t so eager to stuff your pockets with ill-gotten gains, the Dominion wouldn’t be able to do the terrible things it does.”

“I’ve heard it all before,” I said with a sigh. “War isn’t going away just because I refuse to take some money. The beast has a bottomless belly. It swallows everyone, eventually. The best anyone can do is try not to get chewed up too fast. Shit, you should be grateful it was me who nailed you. If those two berserkers in the back had their way, there wouldn’t be any of your people left alive. You probably wouldn’t be in one piece, either.”

Kira fluttered her eyelashes in my direction and gasped.

“Oh, my, I’m so grateful that you, noble hero, were the one who rescued this frail princess,” she said breathlessly. Kira looked away when she saw the lack of reaction on my visor.

“Well, I’ll be goddamned,” I said with a grin that she couldn’t see. “Who thought I’d be rescuing a real princess today. I thought you were the leader of a dangerous terrorist organization.”

“They told you I was a terrorist?” Kira asked with a grim smile. “Do I look like a terrorist? Did the guards you slaughtered back there look like terrorists? Before you collect your paycheck for all those murders back there, maybe you should consider you don’t have all the information you need. Maybe someone’s lying to you. And maybe that someone isn’t me.”

The earnestness in Kira’s voice knocked my train of thought right off its tracks. I didn’t know shit about Morl and his people. I didn’t know the first fucking thing about the Dominion, either. I’d needed money so badly I couldn’t stop to think about where it was coming from or what the consequences might be on the other side of the payday.

“The Dominion is evil,” she said. “The evilest empire this galaxy has ever seen, or ever will see.”

Her words fell through my thoughts like a rock tossed down a well. They stirred up old memories as they vanished into the darkness. I’d grown up on science fiction and fantasy movies. I’d devoured everything from Conan to Star Wars like it was candy. I’d wanted to help people, so that was why I joined the Marines. When I was doing my time, the stories kept me going through the worst of the shit.

Kira’s talk about princesses and evil empires stung as my heart sank into the pit of my stomach.

I wasn’t the hero in this story.

I was the goddamned stormtrooper.
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Chapter 11

A pair of oversized missile racks burst from the roof of the Howling Legion’s airbase as we approached. I thought we might have been followed by security or some rebel ships, but I realized my mistake when the red-tipped rockets swiveled to follow our course.

“Oh, it doesn’t look like they recognize the ship. That you stole. From me,” Kira said with the sweetest smile I’d ever seen. “I wonder what happens next?”

“What happens next is I figure out a way around this problem,” I griped and unbuckled the flight harness. The cruiser was stable enough I only had to touch the stick when I wanted to change altitude or orientation, and I didn’t want to do either of those things.

I threw open the cockpit’s door and shouted back to the twins.

“Our package has a jammer embedded in her chest,” I said. “Either of you have a way to reach out to ground control before they blast us out of the sky?”

The albinos stared at me and pursed their lips. They said nothing for a few seconds, then nodded.

“It is done,” they said. “Though our reception may be a little tense.”

The air base’s roof peeled back as I approached, but the missile racks tracked me until the second I was safely inside. Seymour instructed me on the finer points of landing, which mostly involved not diving face first into the concrete floor, and then I killed the engine.

The twins weren’t kidding. Our ship was surrounded by a small fleet of armed drones, all of them with readied weapons.

“Let’s go,” I said to Kira. “Your life’s in your own hands, now. If you fuck this up, they’ll probably kill you. Please don’t make that happen.”

Lon and Won dropped the exit ramp when I brought Kira back into the passenger compartment. They eyeballed me for a moment, then descended the stairs ahead of me and the package.

A gray-skinned creature with five legs and a six-foot-wide head with no torso was waiting for us at the bottom of the stairs. His eyes were the size of hubcaps, and the drones orbited him as if he were a small star.

“You’re lucky motherfuckers,” he snapped. “If I hadn’t recognized the twin’s groping around in my brain like first-timers hunting for the G-spot, those rockets would have blown you out of the sky.”

He paused for a second, chewed up a cheek full of fluorescent yellow weeds, and spat a sizzling gobbet of slime onto the floor between his front feet.

“This is the package?” he asked, his quartet of eyes emerging from their deep sockets like a pair of zoom lenses dialing into focus. “Looks good, but we’ve got a problem.”

“What’s the issue?” I asked as I tried to hide my frustration. I wanted to get paid and get back to Seymour to figure out our next steps. The longer I stayed around Kira and the twins, the more aggravated and conflicted I felt. I’d landed myself on the wrong side of a Galactic Civil War and getting clear of it as soon as possible seemed like my best chance of survival.

You should really stay for one more job, Jay. Then we can acquire more souls and build up our bank account.

The blobby alien glared at me and thrust a flat, black slab of plastic at me. I took it from him but had no idea what to do with it.

“Here’s your pay, including the bonus,” he said as he scratched his chin and spat again. “But half the unit is tied up dealing with the authorities. The locals got a little shitty with us, so Morl’s teaching them a lesson.”

“Thanks,” I said. A quick glance at the plastic slab showed me a string of glyphs I couldn’t read.

They paid you the correct amount.

“Problem is that leaves no one to keep an eye on the terrorist until the Dominion flagship arrives to pick her up,” the alien continued. “They won’t be here for another couple of hours, so Morl’s authorized another half mil if you’ll stick around and babysit the package. He doesn’t want word getting out about who we have, which means we can’t bring any more bodies in on this mission.”

“We’ll stay. How much?” Won and Lon asked in unison.

The giant head swiveled its protruding eyes toward the twins.

The idea of hanging around for another couple hours didn’t sit well with me, but neither did the thought of leaving Kira alone with Lon and Won. There was something about them that was much darker and much more dangerous than I’d first thought. Left to their own devices, they’d peel the layers of Kira’s brain like an onion.

But why the fuck did I care? She wasn’t my responsibility. She was nothing to me but a payday.

But I knew I’d gone done and fucked up, and the knowledge was churning in my stomach. I was working for the bad guys, and I didn’t know how to extract myself.

“I’ll do it,” I said, “but I’ll need a quiet and secure room. I don’t want some yahoos wandering by, catching a glimpse of who we’ve got, and deciding to sell us out.”

The blob stabbed one finger at the far side of the hangar.

“There’s an auxiliary flight control room with a lounge over there. No windows, and it’s comfortable enough,” he said. “Plus, it’s got hard lined comms into the main hangar, in case you need help. Hole up in there, and I’ll call you when the Dominion arrives,” he said.

“Let’s go,” I said, but Kira didn’t move until I grabbed her by the bicep and steered her away from Lon and Won and toward the temporary holding room. She dug in her heels, just long enough to let me know she was only walking under duress, and then fell into step next to me.

“Couldn’t bear to let your payday out of your sight?” she asked with a haughty smirk. For someone who was about to be sold off to her most hated enemies, she was awfully cocky.

“I see my jobs through to the end,” I said. “You’re not as special as you think.”

The flight control was cramped with equipment and oversized chairs for the crew, but the off-duty lounge was comfortable enough despite the cloying scent of alien cigarettes and the underlying stink of too many bodies in too small a space for too long.

I pointed my finger at the ratty couch against the wall on the far side of the room. There were no windows for her to try to jump through, and only one exit. Piece of cake.

“Sit right there,” I said. I grabbed an overstuffed chair from its place in front of what looked like a mirror-thin television and plopped its back against the door. “Don’t even think about trying to get out of here until the Dominion shows up.”

Kira perched on the edge of the sofa and wrinkled her nose.

“This thing stinks,” she said, “a lot.”

“Sorry, princess,” I said. “I don’t think the locals were expecting royalty to visit. If they had known, I’m sure they would have had the whole place steam cleaned and perfumed for you.”

She stood, shrugged out of her armor, and smoothed her sleek black dress with delicate fingers. She didn’t look at me as she tied her deep purple hair into a sloppy knot at the back of her head, but I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

You will have plenty of time to try to indulge your primitive breeding instincts after you deliver her to the Dominion. If she’ll have anything to do with you.

Seymour was right, of course, but that didn’t make my feelings any less intense. Kira wasn’t just a beautiful woman, she was also an honest-to-God princess in distress. The combination ticked off every box on my Dream Girl Bingo Card.

Fuck. What the hell was I going to do?

You are going to collect your payment, and then ask them for more work, Avatar. There is no need to get tied up with your emotions. She is only a female. There are trillions of others in this galaxy.

I sighed silently to myself and nodded at Seymour’s words. I’d gotten in over my head here, and I needed to keep my eyes on the bigger goals. Get paid. Get more souls. Go the fuck home.

Grandpa needed me.

“I have to give you credit for your work ethic.” Kira’s words pulled me back to the present, and I watched her gracefully sit on the couch and cross one slender leg over the other. “I bet hand-delivering political dissidents to tyrannical governments pays very well. They’ll probably have another job lined up for you before you sober up from drinking away half your wages. You’ll be the top bitch in their attack dog kennel before you know it.”

“You’ve got a pretty smart mouth on you for a princess,” I said. “I’m doing you a favor, by the way. I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but the twins aren’t what I’d call the most stable individuals. If they were the ones guarding you, they’d probably carve their initials into your pretty little chest just for shits and giggles.”

Kira took a deep breath and pulled her shoulders back.

“Little?” she asked, raising one delicately arched eyebrow. “I don’t think so. But thank you so very much for protecting me from your associates. Does that soothe your troubled conscious, kidnapper?”

I sense a weakening in your resolve, Avatar. This woman will say or do anything to earn her freedom. She is evil. Do not be seduced by her wily ways.

“I didn’t kidnap anyone,” I said, but Seymour was right. There wasn’t a lot of distinction between taking a prisoner and kidnapping someone, and the fact I was a mercenary blurred the line even more. I’d snatched this woman away from her people to raise the money to fix a homicidal spaceship. There weren’t many ways to spin it. “Look, we don’t have to talk. Sit there, keep your mouth shut, and in a couple of hours we’ll never have to see each other again.” I regretted the words before they were out of my mouth. I didn’t need Seymour to tell me I was conflicted.

“You’re right, I’ll never see you again. I won’t see my sister, or my family, or any of my friends, or any of the people who trusted me to lead them through this damn mess, ever again,” Kira snapped. “Because I’ll be fucking dead. The Dominion will crack my skull open, scoop out my brains, and their drone interrogators will pry every secret I’ve ever kept out of my gray matter. They’ll know about the time I stole a stick of spicy candy from the sweet shop. They’ll see me playing doctor with the butcher’s boy when I was six. They’ll even feel my shame at watching a serving girl beaten for breaking a candlestick I’d knocked off the table playing tag with Mira.”

“That’s enough,” I said through gritted teeth. “You lost. They won. Suck it up and stop whining about it.”

Kira clenched her fists as she continued pouring her frustration all over me.

“But they’ll also find the secrets I’ve kept for my allies,” Kira said as she stood up from the couch. She stalked toward me, closing in with every word as if she could beat me down with her voice. “They’ll find our data caches. They’ll discover the hidden armories. Worst of all, they’ll learn about the sympathizers who keep us in money and material. I’m the key to a treasure chest the Dominion has been trying to crack for the last decade.”

She stopped in front of me, her feet spread to the width of her shoulders, her fists jammed into her hips. Kira was bent so far forward her nose was less than a foot from my helmet.

“And that’ll be the end of our rebellion. The Dominion will launch attacks across hundreds of worlds. They’ll give you more jobs just like the one you did today. You’ll bring them more officers, more leaders, and those men and women will be stripped of their secrets. Soon, very soon, the Dominion will purge my people. Worlds will die. Freedom will be choked out of every system the Dominion can reach. The universe will be a much darker place.”

Politics had never been my thing. I’d been a soldier for my entire adult life, which meant following orders, keeping the rest of my unit alive on the battlefield, and putting bullets through the bad guys who were trying to do the same to me. I’d always been a little leery when stuffed shirts showed up and started preaching about fighting for freedom, because they usually meant I’d be shitting in a bucket for the next few months.

But there was something different about hearing it from Kira.

Her burning conviction stirred flames of admiration in my heart. Maybe she was a terrorist, maybe she was a guerrilla freedom fighter, and maybe she wasn’t. But she was a tremendously attractive and passionate woman, who believed so fiercely in her cause she’d almost convinced me she was on the side of angels, and I was the bad man.

“If it makes you feel better to puke up all your bad feels, go for it,” I said, doing my best to sound nonchalant and unaffected by her rant, “but you’re wasting your breath. I’m not here for the politics.”

That is correct, Avatar. You are here to serve my needs and fill the Soul Forge so we may rule the galaxy together.

Kira said nothing for a moment, just stared at me with those deep, violet eyes. Without the armor, she looked both hopelessly frail and brutally fierce. Standing there, knowing I could kill her with a swat of my hand, knowing her enemies were streaking toward her location even then, she remained as savage and unbowed as any warrior I’d ever met.

“You think following orders absolves you? You think getting paid for what you’ve done will cleanse your conscience? You don’t have to think you’re a monster to be a monster.”

Silence her. Now.

“I’ve earned the title long ago, sweetheart. Also, I don’t have a lot of options here,” I said. “I’m up to my ears in debt, my boss is really fucking unreasonable, and this was my only way out. I know, it sucks to be you. Believe me, I know what it’s like to have the world spin out from under your feet. But it is what it is, and nothing you say is going to change that.”

She licked her lips, and her large, violet eyes burned into mine. She leaned in closer, and her breath smelled like warm honey.

“Listen,” she said, her eyes hovering inches from mine. “The credit slate they gave you is clean. You’ve been paid. You did your job. You can be a hero, and it will cost you nothing. Let me go. We can both be free.”

Technically, Avatar, we won’t be free. Even with the money you were paid, you’re still going to be almost half a million credits short.

My thoughts raced. Even considering what Kira told me was fucking stupid. If I sat tight, I’d get another half a million on top of what they’d already paid me. More importantly, I wouldn’t burn any bridges with the Legion. We’d still be on good terms, there’d be more jobs, and I could ride the gravy train until I banked enough money to leave here in peace and comfort. Then I could focus on filling up the Soulforge so I could go the fuck home.

But a small part of me knew the decision to let this woman rot would stick in my throat for the rest of my life. I had no doubt Kira was telling me the truth about what her future held. The Dominion would definitely kill her for standing against them, and it would definitely hurt. The thought of a pack of evil robots hacking the top of Kira’s head off and groping her brain hurt more than the burning rocket the gnawr had dropped on me.

I was fucked no matter what I did, but I wasn’t the kind of guy who would let bad people do bad shit to good people. Maybe I didn’t see the full picture here. Hell, I probably wasn’t thinking very clearly about this fight, but I knew the beautiful woman challenging me was on the side of good.

Kira backed away from me as I stood. She didn’t give me much room as she retreated, but it was obvious she didn’t want to touch the cold metal of my armor. She backpedaled until we were standing in the middle of the room, and I stared down at her with my thoughts spinning.

I willed the armor to leave my hands, then reached out and grabbed her bare shoulders before she could flinch away. Her skin was warm, almost feverish, to my touch. The contact dissolved the last of my doubts, and I knew what I had to do.

“Listen,” I started to say, but the door behind me flew open and caused the recliner to tumble into the backs of my legs.

“Morl wanted us to let you know the Dominion was delayed,” Lon and Won said, and then narrowed their eyes when they saw me holding Kira’s arm. “What the fuck is this?”

I turned, keeping my body between the twins and Kira. It was an unconscious move to defend her, but I knew I’d fucked up the second it was done. The twins glared at me, and their hands drifted out to their sides, ready to summon their knives.

“Relax,” I said and weighed the odds of getting to my pistols or assault rifle before the maniacs could reach me. I needed to convince them I was on the up and up before they freaked out and bled Kira and me dry. “She was upset, I was trying to calm her down. I didn’t want her doing anything stupid.”

“Why aren’t your hands armored?” The twins asked.

“Seymour, how fast can you get here?” I thought, gritting my teeth against the pain. “I think we have a problem.”

“Because I didn’t want to mark up the merchandise if I had to get a little rough with her,” I said, and it sounded lame even to me. There was no way the twins were going to buy this, and absolutely no way this didn’t end in blood. “Come on, think about it, we just finished fighting together. Why would I bring her all the way back here, only to fuck you all over now?”

I cannot reach you because your last little stunt has the entire station security system working overtime. Any approach from the air will result in my sustaining even more severe damage than you’ve already allowed. I will not come to you if you plan on throwing away all the hard work we’ve done building trust with these mercenaries. Do the expedient thing, not the right thing.

Won and Lon took a step into the lounge and left their hands hanging loosely at their sides. I knew it would take less than a second for them to summon their knives if they decided to start up the slice and dice routine.

“You killed one of ours and took his place,” they said. “You cheated us out of the package. You kept us separated from her during the evacuation. You took more money from our pockets by demanding you stand watch over her. Either you are a very greedy asshole, or you are planning to do something very, very stupid. We’re going to find out which is true.”

I felt the tickle of their minds reaching for mine a half-second before they could grab hold of my brain and squeeze it dry.

“Fucking assholes,” I snarled and went for my pistols.

The twins didn’t hesitate to throw themselves into attack mode. The first albino threw his body into the air, twisting around his long axis, arms flung out to his side. He was so very fucking fast.

But I was no slouch when it came to speed. To slice me to ribbons, the albino needed to cross eight feet of open floor.

All I had to do was squeeze the trigger.

The pistol whined, and the bullet burst from the barrel. Impossibly, the twin adjusted his course mid-flight, spinning his torso out of the bullet’s path. In the blink of an eye, he’d moved away from an attack that should have killed him. His eyes met mine, and the triumph I saw in the black pits of his pupils filled me with dread.

But he didn’t get his whole body clear of my shot. His left foot was just slightly separated from his right, and the missile found his boot.

The coiled monofilament exploded from its shell and expanded with terrifying speed. It sliced through the twin’s legs like an expert chef dicing carrots. His lower limbs separated into inch-thin slices and fell to the floor in bloody lines.

The twin screamed and landed a few feet short of me. He rolled the instant he hit the ground, sweeping his blades toward me with grim determination. Despite the blood spurting out of him at an almost certainly fatal rate, the motherfucker would not let this go.

I stomped down hard on one of his wrists, popped the blades from my left hand, and drove the serrated claws through the twin’s chest. Black blood sprayed from the wound, and the air filled with the stink of rancid grease.

With his dying breath, the twin locked eyes with mine and shoved a spear straight into my thoughts.

There was nothing subtle or clever about the mental attack. It was a hate bomb, and it hit me like a tidal wave. I couldn’t put two words together, much less string together a coherent thought. I’d killed him, but now I was paralyzed, and his brother was coming for me with his blades drawn.

I managed to tear my gaze away from the dead twin, but that was the limit of what I could force my dazed brain to accomplish. The surviving albino came at me at a steady walk, his eyes dead and his mouth spread into a killer crocodile’s grin.

“You are a traitor,” he said, “and you have murdered my brother. For your treachery, you must die.”

He raised his weapon right hand to chest level and aimed the dagger’s tip at my face.

Something tugged at my back, but I couldn’t turn my head to see what was happening. I watched as the albino tensed and then sprang forward.

My ears rang, and the albino’s lunge stopped in mid-air. A cluster of holes opened in the center of his chest, and black blood sprayed the wall behind him. He landed on the floor next to his brother, his back an open crater filled with onyx organs that fluttered and sputtered in his dying moments.

“Kneel down and walk to the door,” Kira said in a voice stripped of all emotion. “If you make any other move, I’ll blow a hole through the helmet of your pretty armor.”

“I can’t,” I bluffed. My body was mine to control again, but Kira didn’t need to know that. If I could get a sense of where she was standing, I might be able to disarm her before she killed me. “They did something to my brain.”

“Interesting,” she said. “Dominion witches normally lose control over their magic when they die. Looks like they’ve learned some new tricks.”

She kept talking as she stepped away from me.

“That makes this easier, then,” she said. “You really should have taken me up on my offer. I suppose this is where we part ways, soldier boy. Enjoy explaining this to the mercenary holding your leash.”

Kira walked past me, the assault rifle resting on her shoulder. She reached down to pick up her armor, and I made my move.

She never saw me coming. I lunged forward and looped an arm around Kira’s neck. I wrenched the weapon out of her grip with my other hand and swung the heavy weapon around to the magnetic clamps on my back. It clunked into place before Kira knew what was happening.

“Number one: I’m a Marine, not a soldier. Two: you really fucked this shit up,” I said.

“I fucked it up? You have to be kidding,” she snarled and kicked at my shins. Her dress shoes slid over my armor like skates across a smooth frozen pond, and I raised her higher to deprive her of any leverage.

“If you’d kept your ass on the couch and your mouth shut, none of this would have happened,” I said as I hauled her to the lounge’s door. The flight control room landline was buzzing, but I left it unanswered. I didn’t need to answer any questions about what the fuck was happening just then.

The cruiser I’d stolen was still in the hangar, but the retractable roof panels were closed. If I wanted to escape, I needed to get them open and reach our getaway ride without losing my grip on Kira or getting torn to pieces by the drones guarding the place.

“Which button opens the roof?” I asked as I scanned the row of buttons on the flight control panel. Surely there was something there that could do the job.

Top row, fourth button from the left. I can’t believe you’re doing this. What a mess.

“What makes you think I have any idea how to open the roof?” Kira asked because she didn’t realize I was talking to Seymour.

I twisted the princess to the side and jabbed the button Seymour highlighted on my HUD. Motors grumbled to life and gears squealed as the enormous retractable sections of the roof peeled back. So much for being sneaky.

Drones are incoming, and I see no way to shut them off from this location. You’ll have to shoot your way out.

“Fucking awesome,” I growled. “Okay, princess, we’re going to head for the cruiser. Security drones will try to stop us, so keep your head down and don’t try to run away.”

“Give me a gun,” she demanded. “I can help you clear the drones.”

“Fat chance,” I replied. “Last time you stole a gun you threatened to kill me.”

“That was before I knew you’d help me get out of here,” she huffed.

“It was literally ten seconds ago,” I said. I doubted she could read my expression through my tinted visor, but it did look like she was trying to make eye contact.

“Yeah, but you just said you want to help me escape. Give me a gun, and I promise to help you help me,” Kira said, placing her hand over her heart. “I don’t trust you, either, but working together is our best chance of getting out of here alive. You’re as dead as I am if the mercenaries find you with those two bodies back there.”

Drones gathered in the hallway like a flock of killer seagulls. Even with the assault rifle, I’d have a hard time clearing them all.

Do not give her a gun. She will betray you.

“Here,” I said, and pushed her away from me. I handed her one of my pistols with a warning, “If you shoot me with this, I swear I will put a bullet straight through that pretty face of yours before I die.”

“Deal,” she said. Holding the gun in both hands, she nodded toward the door. “After you.”

I did not want to step out into the hangar with all those security drones hanging around, but Morl and his buddies were heading back. We didn’t have time to waste.

“Stick close,” I said. “Let’s go! Run!”

I darted into the hangar and fired a spray of bullets at the nearest drones. Their bodies burst apart in a shower of metal and plastic, and the rotors whipped through the air like shurikens thrown by drunken ninjas. Another burst shredded three more of the little flyers, and the shrapnel from their exploding frames scattered another dozen of them in every direction.

The rest of the drones got their shit together in a big old hurry and quickly sailed into an inverted V formation. The underslung weapons swiveled in our direction as we ran. We were ten yards from the cruiser when they opened fire.

High energy slugs slammed into the hangar’s floor all around us. Chunks of the stuff flew into the air and pinged off my armor like a glockenspiel chorus.

I answered the attack with another spray from my assault rifle, and another handful of flying killbots exploded.

Kira yelped in pain, and I turned back to make sure she wasn’t hit. She’d stumbled, and her legs were covered in tiny cuts, but she was far from out of the fight. She raised the pistol and fired, scoring a bullseye on a drone lining up its weapon for a kill shot.

The bullet’s core lashed out of the drone’s body like a razor-sharp whip. The attack damaged the drone’s stabilizers, which caused it to wobble and spin out of control. The flailing monomolecular wire sliced through drone after drone, showering the hangar with slivers of dead robot.

I turned and fired one burst after another at the constantly reforming cloud of drones, hoping to keep them at bay long enough for Kira and me to reach the cruiser.

“Get the ramp down and head to the cockpit,” I shouted to my former hostage, “I’ll be right behind yo--”

My words were interrupted when a drone got lucky and hit me square in the chest with a high-energy slug. It was like being punched in the heart by a battering ram while angry leprechauns set fire to my nervous system. The armor shattered like a pane of glass hit by a sledgehammer, and the impact knocked me five feet straight back.

My back hit the stairs leading up to the cruiser, but I couldn’t see or think clearly enough to scramble for cover. The drones were getting closer, and my window for escaping ahead of the Howling Legion was just about closed.

Get up, Avatar. Walk, crawl, slither, it doesn’t matter how you move, but you must move. Another shot from one of the drones will certainly kill you. I’m not even sure I will be able to repair the damage you’ve suffered from this shot.

“Ouch,” Kira said from somewhere above me. The familiar whine of the bolt hammer sounded once, then again. Kira knelt above me and hooked her hands under my arms. “Ugh, you’re heavier than you look.”

“Rude,” I managed to gasp, but that was as much help as I was able to offer.

She dragged me up three steps before my legs started working enough to ease the burden of my armored body. I kicked at the step nearest my foot and shoved us both back up and into the cruiser.

Kira couldn’t get out of the way in time, and I landed right on top of her.

“Get. Off,” she grunted as she struggled to free herself from my bulk.

Fortunately, I wasn’t quite dead yet. My chest hurt like a motherfucker and my hands and arms shook with tremors that worried me, but I was still in the fight.

“Door,” I said, as I rolled off Kira and dragged my battered body to the cockpit. “Flying.”

It wasn’t my usual scintillating witticisms, but it was the best I could manage with half my brain still sizzling from the high-energy charge.

By the time I’d flopped down in the cockpit, Seymour had everything numbered and highlighted for me.

I’m trying to make things so easy even a brain-damaged chimp could handle it. That might be simple enough for you to understand.

“Fuck you,” I muttered, pleased I was able to get two words to fit together without giving myself an aneurysm.

The cruiser rose into the air as the drones peppered its hide with more blasts from their guns. Fortunately, the cruiser was a little more durable than my armor, and we shrugged off the worst of the onslaught.

Unfortunately, the ungodly roar of Screamer engines was drawing closer with every passing second.

Seymour anticipated my need and drew a yellow path through the sky to guide me home. With shaking hands, I guided the cruiser up and out of the hangar, then slammed the throttle forward and raced along the course laid out before me.

“Are you okay to be flying?” Kira asked. “There is smoke coming up from the armor at your chest.”

“Not okay,” I said. More words piled up behind those, but I didn’t have the energy to get them all out in a coherent order.

Your course will take you in a direct line from your current location to the nearest transit terminal. I will attempt to meet you in the hangar there but be forewarned the station management is very, very displeased with my sudden departure.

“Fuck,” I managed again.

“I don’t know how to fly this thing,” Kira said, “so I hope that wasn’t your subtle method of telling me you’re about to conk out.”

A truly terrifying number of warning lights flashed across the dashboard, and Seymour wasted no time translating them.

You have a vehicle in pursuit. I can’t provide you with many details, but it is closing far faster than a local security vessel could manage. I assume this is a Screamer. Which, I hope you have by now deduced, means the mercenaries are planning on killing you. Probably horribly. You should kill them first.

I let Seymour blabber in my head while I tried to find a way out of this mess. Experience told me the cruiser was far more maneuverable than the Screamer which gave me the edge at low altitude. But the Screamer had weapons and armor, which gave it the edge if we needed to trade punches.

“Getting low,” I slurred and nudged the cruiser’s nose down into the canyon of apartment towers that made up the bulk of New Ordeith. “Need evasive route.”

I hoped Seymour got the idea because there was no way I could collect myself enough to speak to him. My brain felt like someone had stuck an electrified egg beater in it and tried to whip up a tasty omelet.

It must be so nice to have a dependable, trustworthy ally. One who does not suffer random bouts of brain damage when performing the most menial of tasks. Please, allow me to chart your course while also extricating myself from a very irritated squadron of repair drones.

Kira leaned forward and tapped a series of buttons on the co-pilot’s side of the dashboard. A holographic projection popped up in the center of the console, displaying my position in blue and my pursuers in red.

“This ship has no weapons, no shields, and no armor,” she said. “If they land one good shot, we’re done.”

“Comforting,” I said and focused all of my attention on keeping the cruiser airborne and away from the buildings looming on every side. Seymour’s route was insanely dangerous, but flying above the tops of the buildings was suicidal.

Amazingly, I managed to weave us through a zig-zag route without clipping a single building. A few light poles, flag masts, and aerial wires paid the price for my success, but tough titty said the kitty. My life was a lot more valuable to me than the property values of a bunch of aliens I would, hopefully, never see again.

“One of the Screamers is on an intercept course,” Kira said, rotating the hologram so I could see what she was talking about. There were three red ships, but only two of them were riding my ass. The third had taken the high road above the buildings and was circling around to catch us. Without the need for dodging buildings, the Screamer could cover much, much more ground much faster than the cruiser would manage.

I see it, Avatar. Fortunately for you, I was able to download the schematics for this entire space station. A new route is incoming in three, two…

The yellow line suddenly switched direction, forcing me to shove the nose toward the pavement and take a screaming left all at the same time. The cruiser’s compensators shrieked as I pushed them to the limit, but they held out. We didn’t lose consciousness, and the ship kept her wings.

We did, however, earn a bunch of red lights across the dash.

“Nice trick,” Kira said, “but you’ve overtaxed the power plant, and one of the thrusters is operating at fifty percent capacity. Another move like that, and we’ll be dead in the air.”

“Fine,” I coughed and eased the cruiser down a wide road and around a sloping curve. Through the gaps between the buildings, I could see the glowing purple force screen that told me I was very near the edge of the asteroid.

And after another hard right that lit up a Christmas tree of flashing yellow and red lights, the cruiser’s nose was aimed straight at the end of New Ordeith’s airspace.

“This ship is not rated for vacuum transit,” Kira said, her voice tight. She took a deep breath and looked at me with the same intensity she’d shown in the lounge. “Turn back, before you get us all killed.”

Do not change course. The force screen is only intended to stop high-speed transitions from the outside. It will not harm you.

A red streak flashed across the hologram, and a blast of energy ripped passed just to the left of my seat. It boiled the air as it shrieked by, kicking up waves of turbulence that pushed the cruiser hard to the right. A whooping siren sounded through the cockpit, and Kira’s face fell.

“Missile lock,” she gasped.

I slammed the cruiser’s thruster forward and aimed us at the force screen. Shooting into space might kill us.

If I didn’t do something drastic, those Screamers definitely would be the end of me.

“Hang on,” I said, and hoped Seymour had a plan.

The cruiser’s engines were red-lined when we hit the force screen. We shot through it so fast, the transition from twilight to the darkness of space was instantaneous.

“We’re dead!” Kira gasped.

Cracks raced through the cockpit’s windshield as the pressure inside the vessel tried desperately to evacuate. Then the cruiser came apart, and once again I was drifting through space.
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Chapter 12

Tumbling through space did nothing to improve my mood or lessen the confused, buzzing sensation still rattling through my gray matter. Watching Kira spin through the void off to my right certainly didn’t help my attitude, either. While I was encased in armor that gave me a few minutes of breathable air, the violet-haired beauty had nothing to protect her skin from the cold embrace of outer space besides the sleek black evening dress she’d been wearing when I’d kidnapped her.

Seymour, where are you?

If he didn’t do something very soon, Kira and I would be dead.

I tumbled again and saw the sky-blue dome of New Ordeith taunting me from a mile away. I’d spent the past half-hour trying to get away from the place, but just then I do anything to be back where there was plenty of breathable air. Even if it meant getting shot at.

Another slow-motion role brought me face to face with Kira. Her oversized violet eyes were bulging from their sockets, and I could see the faint blue lines of her veins pressing against the pale skin of her face and throat.

I have encountered some resistance, but I will reach you shortly. Please prepare for boarding.

“What choice do I have?” I thought to him as the fuzz from the high-energy blast I’d taken cleared from my brain, my anxiety and fear intensified. “She’s dying out here.”

She is not my concern. You are.

Seymour’s arrowhead outline burst through the blue bubble surrounding the space station. The ship’s sleek lines glimmered for a moment as the last of the force screens energy sluiced away and sparked off into the void.

For a moment, I thought Seymour had gotten away clean, but then I saw a small squadron of fighters screaming around the far end of New Ordeith. Their rockets blazed with an unholy blue light as they raced to catch up to Seymour. The smaller craft weren’t as fast as the diamond-shaped ship, but they were doing their damnedest to close the distance. At best they were a handful of seconds behind him.

“You’ve got a shitload of heat on your ass,” I hissed into my helmet and tried to count the streaking of blue dots. There were at least five, but there might have been as many as eight. It was hard to get an accurate count as they ducked and weaved around one another, pursuing Seymour in complex patterns that dazzled my eye and made it impossible to tell which one would be attacking at any given moment. “They’re too close for you to stop and pick us up.”

As I told you earlier, I have no interest in picking her up. She’s a very hot property at the moment. It would do us little good to cart her around. Better for all concerned if she dies out here and we find somewhere else to pay for the repairs I need.

Kira’s eyes fluttered as she fought off unconsciousness and death. As we drifted closer to one another, I could see her eyes latched onto me. We’d been lost in the vacuum for going on a minute, and she couldn’t survive much longer. If Seymour slurped me up and left Kira, the last thing she’d ever see would be me abandoning her, lost between the stars.

There was no way, I’d let it fucking happen.

“You can’t leave her,” I said as I struggled to put together a convincing argument as to why we desperately needed this rebel leader along for the ride. The only thought that popped into my head was the most mercenary one possible. “She’s worth a ton of money.”

You’ve already been paid for this one, don’t get greedy. The princess has more enemies than friends. She is a liability, not an asset.

Our trajectories brought Kira and me together, and I took advantage of the moment to snatch her wrist. I pulled her close and wrapped my arms and legs around her body. I couldn’t feel her through the armor, but I didn’t care. She stared at my mask, and her eyes were overflowing with terror. She needed me, and I wasn’t going to leave her out here to die.

“We’re a package deal,” I said as I watched Seymour tumble through space with the enemy ships behind him. He performed an astronautic escape maneuver to dodges some laser fire, and I had no doubt the spin would have bashed me to pieces if I’d been aboard. “I’m not letting her go.”

Seymour was headed straight toward me at full speed. The fighters weren’t far behind him, and their weapons glowed like rubies.

You’re nothing but trouble, Avatar. I regret my decision more every day.

“I don’t give a fuck what you regret,” I said, then my eyes widened. “Three on your six, opening fire.”

Seymour didn’t hesitate. He pitched his nose downward and tumbled end over end away from the beam weapons lancing through the space he’d just exited. A quick snap role corrected his course and had his nose aimed straight at me. It was now or never, and I hoped his aim was true. Because if he missed, there’d be no way he’d have time to circle back around and pick us up. We’d either suffocate, or the New Ordeith fighters would blast us into oblivion.

Brace yourself, Avatar. This will be quite rough.

Before Seymour finished his warning, a pair of tentacles whipped away from his nose toward me. One of the tentacles looped around my ankles and spun me in a tight circle, coiling around Kira and me from ankles to waists. The second tentacle looped around us from the other end, encasing me from neck to waist. My head and feet were still clear Seymour’s embrace, but Kira was completely encased and pressed tight against my armor.

Seymour’s nose opened like the petals of a metal flower. The tentacles yanked us inside, and the gap sealed behind us. Seymour retracted his tentacles with blinding speed, dumping Kira and me on the deck. Hard.

Congratulations, you have made life much more difficult than it needs to be. My life support systems are still damaged, and now we have a whole host of new enemies.

“How bad is the damage?” I asked. “Did they fix anything?”

It was difficult to tell from the condition of the main chamber, but Seymour didn’t look as fucked up as he had been the last time I’d been aboard. Someone had scrubbed most of the old oil and lubricants from his surface, leaving the metal coils gleaming. The viewport was still in place, its frame polished to a silvery gloss.

The exterior damage to my armor was repaired, so we are not leaking. It is now easier for me to maintain the current atmosphere, but we still have no way to replenish it.

Kira was coming around though she looked as dazed and confused as I’d been when Seymour first snatched me. She’d managed to roll on her side, but her time in the vacuum had taken its toll, and it didn’t look like she’d be moving any further anytime soon.

“How long do we have?” I asked Seymour. “Best case.”

Before Seymour could respond, incoming enemy fire forced him into a corkscrew spin that flattened me to the floor next to Kira. Before the evasive maneuver could bash the fragile woman to pieces, I hooked my arms around her and rolled onto my back. It wasn’t perfect, but it was the best I could do to protect her from Seymour’s crazed piloting. At least this way, there was a chance she wouldn’t be transformed into a flattened meatball the next time he took evasive action.

Best case, you two will convert the oxygen in the atmosphere into carbon dioxide in six hours. And, before you ask, I was not refueled and cannot engage my warp drives, and we are still being pursued by New Ordeith fighters who would really like to be paid the several million credits they’d been guaranteed for the repair work.

“Guaranteed by you!” I snapped. “I didn’t agree to pay anyone any fucking thing, and I certainly didn’t agree to let you spend a bunch of money we didn’t have on getting your nails done.”

Seymour’s erratic flight leveled off, and Kira struggled to remove herself from my grasp.

“Let go of me!” she shouted and threw an elbow into my armored ribs. The attack hurt about as much as a fly flapping its wings against my armor, but I still let her go. I’ve never been one to hold a woman against her will.

The instant I released her, Kira rolled to the side and brandished the bolt hammer I’d loaned her. I had no idea where she’d concealed it in her form-fitting evening dress, but there it was. The weapon was trained on me, and I was still flat on my back. She’d have no trouble putting a bullet through my face if I so much as wiggled.

I warned you this one was nothing but trouble. I should let her kill you.

“Stop,” I said, raising one hand toward Kira. “I won’t hurt you. Do you think I would have gone to all this trouble if I was going to murder you once we escaped? It would’ve been a hell of a lot easier to cap you while we were still in the hangar. Shit, it would’ve saved me a lot of trouble if I’d let the twins carve you to pieces.”

Kira frowned at my words, but the gun never wavered.

“This is how things are going to happen,” she said in a stern, even voice. “If you don’t want me to kill you immediately, you’re going to open a comms channel and let me reach out to my people. Do it. Now.”

The bolt hammer’s barrel never drifted away from my helmet. Even when Seymour tilted to avoid another attack, Kira adjusted her balance and aim to keep me in her sights. If I was very lucky, I might be able to pull a fast one and reach her before she killed me.

If I was unlucky, her first shot would punch through my armor and turn my head into a serving of extra chunky gumbo. If I wanted to live, I needed to talk her off the ledge.

“Okay,” I said as I did my best to sound calm. “Let’s not do anything we’ll both regret. I’m going to stand up because I can’t do a goddamn thing from the floor. Then we’ll talk about this like civilized hu—like civilized people.”

Kira weighed my words and did not seem convinced by my spiel. Her finger tightened on the trigger, and I braced myself for a shot to the face.

“I don’t want to kill anyone,” she said wearily, “though you’ve certainly earned a bullet today.”

That stung.

Do you want me to immobilize her? She has no idea of my capabilities, it would be but a moment’s work to put her out of commission. Say the word. Or, actually, don’t say the word, just let me do it. I’ll be relatively gentle. In a way.

“Put the gun down, before something bad happens,” I begged her. “You really don’t want to do this.”

“And why not?” she asked with a smirk. “So you can hold me hostage on your delightful ship? It’s so--”

Kira made the mistake of letting her aim drift as she spoke. The second the barrel was no longer pointed at my head, Seymour’s tentacles burst up from the floor and raced up Kira’s legs like a pair of snakes on meth. In the blink of an eye, they’d wound around her waist, across her chest, and down each of her arms. A moment later, the pistol clattered from her grasp as Seymour peeled her fingers off its grip with a tentacle’s tip.

“How the hell did you do that?” Kira demanded. She struggled against the bonds Seymour had encased her in, to no effect. “Let me go!”

I raised both hands defensively, and let out a long, relieved sigh. This wasn’t the best version of this scenario, but at least I was sure we wouldn’t be killing one another anytime soon. As an added bonus, Kira was no longer in danger of being battered to death if Seymour took a sudden turn.

Please silence your new pet. Her wailing is distracting me from the very important task of keeping us all from being blown to flaming shards.

“My ship has a number of very aggressive defensive measures,” I said, trying to remain as calm as possible. “Trust me, you do not want to try to kill me again. You’ll be safe as long as you’re here, and I promise nothing will happen to you. But in the meantime, I need you to be very quiet so I can get us out of this mess.”

Ahem. I will try to extricate us from this mess you created, but I suppose you can take credit for my work this time.

“You should have opened a comms channel for me,” Kira seethed, her eyes narrowed to hate-filled slits. “As soon as my people find us, you’ll pay for your crimes.”

And that is all of that I’m going to listen to.

Seymour’s tentacles swarmed around Kira, encasing her from head to toe in a cocoon of metal cables.

“Can she breathe in there?” I asked.

Evasive maneuvers required, please brace yourself.

Seymour threw himself into a barrel roll so tight I hung in midair as he revolved around me. Then he took a hard to the right and bounced me off the hull so hard all I could see for a moment was stars.

“Goddammit!” I shouted, “stop trying to kill me.”

Commencing attack maneuvers.

A powerful thrum rang through Seymour’s hull. A split second later, dozens of impacts rattled against his armor plating. It sounded like a handful of nails tossed onto a tin roof.

“What the fuck happened?” I asked. Seymour’s flight had leveled out, and I took advantage of having my feet on the floor to scurry over to the viewport. I wanted to see what this lunatic was up to.

Behold my power!

The screen filled with a colorful view of approaching fighters. They were smaller than Seymour, little more than a cockpit strapped to a rocket with stubby wings supporting a pair of beam weapons. A small sphere of swirling gas burned off to the left side of their formation, marking the spot where Seymour had converted them into so much burning stardust.
The remaining four fighters spread themselves into a box-shaped formation and were charging up their weapons for another salvo.

“Incoming fire!” I shouted.

Seymour spun onto his port side, and I narrowly avoided another nasty fall by clinging to the viewport’s frame as the ship rotated. The enemy fighters responded to Seymour’s maneuver by splitting into two pairs. They opened fire simultaneously, bracketing us in a rapidly closing cube of deadly energy blasts.

“Get out of there!” I shouted, but I knew there was nowhere for Seymour to go. The New Ordeith pilots had outmaneuvered us.

A blast grazed Seymour’s nose along the starboard side, filling the viewport with sizzling shards of shattered armor. He responded by throwing us into a flat spin that threatened to suck all the blood out of my skull before he slammed on the brakes. The risky maneuver carried us outside the deadly fire box formed by the enemy fighters, at least for the moment.

It also put one of them smack dab in the center of the viewport.

“Fire!” I shouted. My blood was pumping from the excitement of the battle, and I let out a victorious whoop as Seymour’s cannon blasted the New Ordeith ship into burning shards.

You’re welcome. If you’d be quiet and let me handle this, it would be—

“Dive,” I barked. The other fighters had recovered from Seymour’s stunt and moved into position for another pass. One shot past us before rotating to bring its weapons to bear. That meant the other two had triangulated on our position. If Seymour didn’t do something, they’d rip our flanks to shreds.

Fortunately, the AI was in the mood to listen to me. He dipped his nose and twisted into a spiraling dive that evaded the flurry of blaster fire swirling around us.

“Fire!” I shouted as Seymour pulled out of the spiral and rounded on a New Ordeith pilot stupid enough to chase us. The poor bastard couldn’t correct his course fast enough when Seymour peeled away, leaving his port side exposed.

The cannon thrummed like a bass power chord, and the fighter burst into a thousand burning pieces. For one moment, the pilot hung in space surrounded by an opalescent ball of swirling gas. Then a burning scrap of metal passed through the fuel, and the pilot vanished in a sphere of roiling flame.

“Two left,” I said, gnawing on my lower lip as I searched the viewport for any sign of our enemies. I couldn’t see them. They had to be on our tails, readying another flurry of shots that would tear Seymour to bits. “Where are they?”

Above and behind us. I don’t have many blind spots, but they’ve found one. Please hold while I rectify the situation.

Seymour gunned the throttle and tilted his nose up at a steep angle. We rolled up and over through a half circle until we were upside down and facing the enemy fighters. Seymour was faster and more maneuverable than the smaller craft, which allowed him to shoot between them before they could turn to evade. He completed the loop and flipped us over in one smooth motion, and we were suddenly right behind the enemy vessels.

Another burst from Seymour’s cannon popped the fighter on the right and sent its stubby wings flying in different directions. The charge the beam weapons had been holding unleashed in wild sprays as the wings they were attached to spun through space. One searing bolt slammed into the last remaining fighter, shredding the cockpit and burning the pilot into a charred husk before he could eject.

The second bolt plowed through Seymour’s nose. An explosion filled the viewport, temporarily blinding me as the ship slewed drunkenly to starboard. Air screamed out of Seymour’s ruptured hull, and our turn became a vicious spin as our escaping atmosphere became an out-of-control thruster.

Critical damage sustained, stabilizing.

Seymour’s tentacles closed the breach in a few seconds, but I knew the damage cost us dearly. Our oxygen had been limited before we’d sent most of the ship’s atmosphere gushing into the void.

We need to find a port. The damage I’ve sustained is too grievous to ignore.

I glanced at the viewport and let out a slow sigh of relief. Seymour was fucked up, sure, but New Ordeith shrank to a small blue pinprick in the distance. I saw no other fighters hunting for us, which was very good news indeed. Hopefully, we’d have a few minutes of breathing time before someone else showed up to kick us in the dicks.

“Your sensors picking up any pursuit?” I asked Seymour.

I do not believe so. My unique design is difficult for modern sensory systems to detect at this range. We will be safe here for a time.

“Search through that Gnawr navigational data for a friendly port,” I said. “Also, is Kira still alive in there?”

The Gnawr’s data shows several ports within our operational range. Sadly, they are all affiliated with the same mercantile network as New Ordeith.

“Pop open her crate,” I said and rapped my knuckles on Kira’s shell. “I’ve got an idea.”

Seymour peeled his tentacles away from Kira’s face and shoulders. She gasped and blinked against the ship’s lights.

“Let me go. Now,” she growled. “This is your last chance to release me and--”

She is ridiculous. Kill her and harvest her soul.

“You have to calm down,” I said, hoping Seymour understood I was speaking to him as much as Kira. “We can work this out. But I need you to understand that we’re on the clock. This ship runs out of oxygen in less than six hours.”

“Then we die,” she said. “At least the Dominion won’t get their hands on me, and you won’t get to enjoy the money you’ve earned.”

For a moment, I considered letting Seymour squish her. Kira was beautiful and fierce and impressive as hell, but she was driving me batshit insane.

“Okay, let me rephrase this in terms you might be able to understand,” I said. I crossed the deck until we were only a foot apart. “I am not going to let myself die. You are a very high-value target, and I’m sure there are a great many people who would pay me a great number of credits to turn you over to them. You can either work with me, or I’ll let someone buy you, and you’ll be their problem.”

“Now you want to be paid twice for the same dirty job?” Kira spat. “You’re worse than a Dominion lackey.”

“You’re about to find out how bad I can be,” I said, thrusting my face forward. We were inches apart, and Kira’s eyes widened in fear as she heard the real threat in my voice. Playing nice was getting me nowhere. Maybe fear would get the job done. “Or you can be reasonable. Yes, I’m looking for a bigger payday. But my ship is damaged, and it needs repairs. I’d prefer to work with you, get my ship fixed, and then let you go on about your business. But if you want to do things the hard way, I can do that, too.”

I let that sink in for a moment. Kira needed to understand that I wouldn’t hurt her, but I also wasn’t going to die because she hated my guts. There was an out in this for her, but only if she’d take bait I’d laid out for her. If she didn’t think that this was her idea for us to return to her people, we’d still be arguing when Seymour ran out of air and we both suffocated.

“We,” Kira started, a slight catch in her voice. She composed herself and continued. “The Heresy has a concealed shipyard, not far from here. Your ship could be repaired there.”

A wave of relief rushed through me, but I kept my spine stiff, and my arms crossed over my chest. Now we were getting somewhere, but I didn’t want Kira to know I was relieved she was coming around.

“That’s a start,” I said, unwilling to drop my hard-ass mercenary mask yet. Kira didn’t like or trust me, and if I went soft now, it would raise her hackles. I needed to play the role long enough to get Seymour repaired and get our bank account a little more swole. “What else you got?”

Kira’s jaw dropped open, and she said nothing for long seconds. Her shock and dismay were so exaggerated, there were almost cute. Finally, she gathered her thoughts and upped the ante.

“I have money,” she said, filling the word with such revulsion it sounded like the dirtiest thing she’d ever said, “more than enough to satisfy even a greedy scumbag like you.”

“We’ll see if it’s enough,” I said, keeping my hard-bargaining persona in place. “But I need assurances. I’ve crossed a lot of people to get you to safety, I don’t want any more enemies added to the list. If I turn you over to your people, you fix my ship, you double my pay, and you let me leave.”

“No,” she spat. “And fuck you--”

“Or I could do something terrible to you,” I said with a shrug. I was glad she couldn’t see past my helmet since I was totally bluffing. There was absolutely no way I was going to kill her now, but I did need to get the woman back to her people and Seymour fixed.

“Oh, big man,” she smirked, lacing her words with hatred. “You’re so tough threatening a princess you’ve got tied up on your ship. Why will I regret it? What horrible thing will you do to me?”

“You want to take another spacewalk?” I asked, real frustration creeping into my voice. Couldn’t Kira see I was trying to fucking help her out here? “I can arrange it. Just say the word.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” she said. “If anything happens to me, the Heresy will never repair your ship.”

“And without me and my ship, you’d be cooling your heels in a Dominion interrogation cell right about now,” I said. “If you ever want to see any of your people again, we’re the only hope you’ve got. Do we have a deal?”

Kira’s jaw stiffened and a sharp and defiant glint shone from her eyes.

“No deal,” she growled. “My people will find me. By now, they’ll know I’ve escaped. They’ll hunt you down to the edges of the galaxy--”

“Aaaand we’re done,” I said with a sigh. “It’s time for you to go to your corner for some quiet time.”

I thought you’d never ask.

Seymour’s coils wrapped around Kira’s head, cutting off her words and sealing her away from me. I hated to treat her like that, but we didn’t have time to play twenty questions and get to know one another. I needed the location of her shipyard, and I needed it very soon. If Kira wasn’t willing to play ball, well, a little more time in Seymour’s isolation hug might shake her up enough to spill the beans.

I picked up my pistol from where it had fallen and returned it to my holster. As I slipped it back into the holster across my chest, the familiar burnt oil stink of Seymour’s anger filled the bridge.

I left the room and headed down the hall, not wanting to carry on a sensitive conversation if there were any chance Kira would overhear. Things were going poorly enough without adding a sentient, murderous spaceship to the mix.

“What’s eating you?” I asked as I headed toward the shabby shell of my personal quarters.

I’m angry you are making things more difficult than they need to be because you are smitten with this violet-eyed tramp. Your insistence on rescuing her has caused me significant pain.

“You’ll be fine,” I said. “She’ll come out of the pod eager to tell us where to go. Then we’ll go there and get you all fixed up.”

Are you so sure? She hates you. Her people are rebel traitors to their own government. You cannot trust life forms like her.

He had a point there, but I wasn’t willing to let this go without a fight. Kira was driving me crazy with her stubborn refusal to guide me to her people, but I didn’t leave damsels half-rescued. She was softening. If we held out a little longer, she’d tell us how to take her home and everything would be just peachy.

I hoped.

But I needed Seymour on board. He could screw up everything if he didn’t play along, and I couldn’t have that.

“This is the easiest way to scoring more souls,” I said, dangling a bloody mouse in front of Seymour’s cat-like mind.

Explain yourself.

“The Dominion is running the show around this part of the galaxy,” I said, laying out my case for becoming a rebel. “They’ve got all the shiny toys and fast ships, and they’re apparently doling out work to mercenaries left and right.”

Which is why we should not have offended them. They could have provided you with both money and a means of gaining souls. All you had to do was turn over the woman.

“Wrong,” I said, and stepped out of the hallway and into my chambers. The interior was still strewn with junk the New Ordeith repair crew had left behind. Ugly stretches of metallic tape covered the holes the mining laser punched through my quarters, and crude welds marked the areas where the mechanics work stopped when Seymour ditched them. There were new bloodstains here, too, splashed across the walls and floor, which made it clear Seymour hadn’t been very gentle when it came to evacuating the repair team. “The Dominion is the power of record, which makes them the worst choice for us.”

Don’t be ridiculous. The Dominion is the obvious victor in this conflict. They have more troops, more ships, more—

“More targets,” I said with a grin. “The Dominion is larger than the Heresy. Once we help them wipe out the handful of rebels who remain, what do you think they’ll do next?”

In times of peace, the ruling party will often reduce their standing military. Mercenary forces are disbanded...oh.

“Now you see it,” I said as I left my quarters. I’d hoped more of the damage would have been repaired, but Seymour was still a fucking wreck. It was time to do something Seymour would enjoy while I let Kira stew in her own juices. “Let’s say we get a job with Kira’s resistance. We’ll have way more people to kill. Like maybe hundreds of thousands of more to kill. I like those odds. How about you?”

Avatar, are you trying to appeal to my greed in an attempt to cover up your rescue of a woman that you obviously wish to inseminate?

“Well…” I said with a sigh. “Did it work?”

It felt like ten seconds passed before Seymour responded.

Yes. I suppose it did work. Your logic does make sense, Avatar. We should be harvesting as many souls as possible. And since there are more souls on the Dominion side, we should seek murderous employment with the annoying woman that you seem to be attracted to. However, I see one flaw.

“What?” I asked.

The female doesn’t seem to like you in the slightest. How will you get work from her? I doubt she will employ you after you butchered her team.

“Simple enough,” I said. “She’s fighting a war. She’ll need good soldiers, and she’s seen what I can do. Once I bring her back and get you repaired, I’ll offer to help her with her sister. She’ll want to use me.”

I am surprised you came up with this plan all by yourself. I am also surprised I agree with it.

“Coming up with a plan you’d like wasn’t hard. You have a one-track mind.”

I do not.

“Uhh, yes you do,” I replied. “All you think about is killing.”

No, Avatar. I’ll have you know I am also thinking about the various ways we could kill. I am thinking about how many souls we can harvest. I am thinking about what we can spend those souls on so we may harvest souls faster and more efficiently. Your ape-man brain has no idea about how much work being me is.

“Yep,” I snorted. “One track mind. But speaking of souls, let’s deposit the ones I have picked up and then do some upgrades.”

Ahhh, Avatar. We are finally on the same page.

I entered the Soulforge’s chamber while its lights slowly came alive like serpents of green fire stirring against the darkness. I raised my hand, palm out, and the brilliant green panel emerged from the Soulforge to greet me.

I was never going to get used to the feeling of souls leaving the armor. It was like being drained of all life, and it took an intense effort of will on my part to keep my hand pressed flat against the panel. A sudden surge of jealousy spiked through my heart, surprising and frightening me with its intensity. Those souls were mine. Why was I relinquishing them to Seymour?

I pushed that line of questioning far, far away before it could get its hooks into me. The last thing I needed was to start arguing with Seymour about who the souls belonged to.

What upgrades do you seek, Avatar?

I reviewed my choices and immediately discarded all of those related to Seymour. Something told me I’d need more upgrades for myself before we ran into our next pack of enemies.

“I meant to ask you before, but never got the chance,” I said, the HUD upgrade path reminding me of the pain in my head when I tried to talk to Seymour mentally. “What’s the deal with making it so hard for me to think at you?”

Mind-to-mind communication is taxing for both parties when the source of the data flow is organic. If you purchase more upgrades for my AI, this will become easier for us both.

“What? My brain is too complex for you to understand the thoughts coming out of it?”

You flatter yourself, Jay. In truth, your thoughts are so disorganized and jumbled with stray hormonal impulses it’s almost impossible for me to weed the wheat from the chaff.

“That’s what I said,” I replied. “Unless I spell out every little thing for you, you can’t understand me.”

I understand you perfectly well, Avatar. For example, I know you placed us both in great danger to satisfy your ridiculous ego and to purchase an opportunity for you to relieve your lust with the terrorist. I can feel her taint on you, even now.

“I’ve got it under control,” I said and turned my attention to the available upgrade options. After the shot I’d taken from the drone and the near miss back at the spire, I was really looking forward to putting some thicker metal between my body and all the bullets flying in my direction.

I hope you do, Avatar. Now, let us look at increasing our power. Which will you look at first?

“Let’s see those armor options,” I said and flicked my eyes toward the glowing box next to the Jay-shaped schematic.

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.

“Well, fuck me,” I grumbled. The next armor upgrade had a price tag of one hundred souls, and I only had a bit more than seventy to spend. “This would have been awfully nice to have.”

Perhaps you should invest in the Resilience upgrade. It will at least keep you alive after you throw yourself in front of a bullet.

I frowned and sent the Armor sliding out of my vision with a twitch of my eye. A glance brought the new upgrade options into view.

RESILIENCE:

Level 1 -- Healing is dramatically increased. Avatar recovers from major injuries in 24 hours. COST: 50 souls.

Level 2 -- Avatar recovers from major injuries in 8 hours. COST: 100 souls.

Level 3 -- Avatar recovers from all non-fatal injuries in 1 hour. COST: 250 souls.

Level 4 -- Avatar recovers from all non-fatal injuries in 10 minutes. COST: 500 souls.

Level 5 -- Avatar recovers from all non-fatal injuries in 1 minute. COST: 1,000 souls.

IMMORTAL -- Avatar recovers from all non-fatal injuries in less than 5 seconds. Fatal injuries have 50% chance of healing. COST: 5,000 souls.

“I’m not buying it,” I said with a frown. “It’s nice, but that first level upgrade is hardly worth the points. If we had a whole fireteam backing me up, it’d be great. But there’s no guarantee anyone will haul my ass out of combat if I take a hit. Healing in twenty-four hours won’t do shit if a lucky shot kills me on the spot.”

Maybe if you hadn’t betrayed those mercenaries, you’d be part of a fireteam.

“Maybe if I were faster, it’d be easier to dodge out of the way when the bad guys opened up on me.”

I dismissed the Resilience upgrades and pulled the Speed panel in for a closer look.

SPEED:

Level 1 -- Speed is increased. Avatar is 25% faster. COST: 50 souls.

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.

A twenty-five percent increase in your speed would be a marked improvement. That might even give your sloth-like brain the time it needs to decide to dodge an incoming attack.

Faster reaction times would be a big plus, but I wasn’t sure it was enough of an edge. My soul blades encouraged me to get in close and mix shit up. Speed would help me get close to stabbing range faster, but once I was stuck in a mob of creeps and my maneuverability dropped through the floor its usefulness would bottom out pretty quickly.

“I don’t know,” I mused, weighing my options. “You really think a twenty-five percent speed boost is worth the souls?”

On the one hand, it will allow you to close the distance to your enemies more quickly, and I am in favor of anything that makes it faster and easier for you to harvest more souls. Theoretically, your faster attack speed with the claws will also result in more souls harvested. But, I know you too well. I fear you may put the additional speed to use running away.

“You are so full of shit,” I said. “I spend more time running toward fights than away from them. I dunno, this doesn’t feel like it’s got enough punch for all the shit I keep getting into.”

I swapped Speed for Cloak and scanned the upgrade options.

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.

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: 250 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.

“Ten seconds per hour?” I asked as I reviewed the options. “Do I have to shoot my wad all at once, or can I use a second here and a second there?”

You can use those ten seconds however you see fit, Avatar. Your armor will keep you apprised of how much time is remaining in a given hour.

Ten seconds wasn’t much, but the ability to vanish without a trace had my no-no zone atingle. If I kept getting stuck in hotspots with no backup, being able to disappear, even for a few seconds, might be the edge I needed to keep my ass from getting planted in the dirt.

“Fuck it,” I said. “Gimme that sweet predator shit.”

You’ll hardly be the predator, but if used wisely this will keep you from getting yourself killed. It will also enable you to get the drop on your opponents, and I approve of such tactics.

“All right, hit me,” I said and mentally selected the Cloak upgrade. For a moment, nothing happened, and then a strange crawling sensation crept across my skin. It was as if an entire colony of ants had decided to march over me at the same time.

Done. Activate it.

I thought about becoming invisible and the suit responded instantly. A faint, slightly fuzzy haze appeared around the edges of my head. It didn’t block my peripheral vision, but let me know the ability was active. I stared down and whistled in appreciation.

“Well, that’s something,” I said.

I hadn’t disappeared, but my body now perfectly mimicked Seymour’s interior. Anyone looking at me would only see whatever was directly behind me from their point of view. I raised my hand slowly, and the illusion fell apart. The cloak wasn’t able to keep up with the changes as my hand moved through the air, and it took on a strange, blurred aura that shifted unnaturally as I moved.

As I said, it only works when you are not moving. Flail your arms around when there are enemies nearby, they’ll have no trouble spotting you.

A red number five appeared in the upper right corner of my vision, letting me know the cloak was nearing the end of its duration.

“Let’s go see if Kira’s ready to be more reasonable,” I said, and left the Soulforge. By the time I’d reached the bridge, the last of the cloak had faded away.

If you can’t convince her, our options are limited.

“Open up the pod, and let me work my magic,” I said and leaned against the hull in the bridge.

Kira blinked frantically as she tried to adjust to the sudden light. Seymour peeled the cocoon away from her face so quickly she was stunned and vulnerable. The shock tactic bugged the shit out of me, but it was effective. Maybe once Kira was back in the arms of her people, she’d be more reasonable about all this. Maybe not.

“Did you have a good nap?” I asked. “Ready to tell me where to find your shipyard, so we don’t both suffocate?”

Kira blinked away tears and stared at me intently as if trying to get a peek under my armor. We stayed that way for a long stretch before she broke the silence.

“I’m not in a position to make you any guarantees,” she said. “The other counselors will have to agree on what reward, if any, you will receive for my safe return.”

I knew it. We’ve gone to all this trouble for nothing.

“You have to give me something for all this,” I said. “The Heresy may not authorize payment, but surely someone of your stature has personal reserves they can draw on, Princess.”

Her cheeks flushed violet at the sound of her title. She looked away from me, either too embarrassed or too angry to speak for a moment. When she looked at me again, there was steel in her eyes.

“I can guarantee the repairs on your ship, and safe passage out of our territory,” she said, and her words as cold and hard as stone, “but I will make no other promises.”

She’s hiding something. Let me kill her. Then we can battle both sides. This will be much better than your plan of joining the female’s group.

“And I’ll promise no harm will come to you as long as you’re under my protection,” I said, “but my promise ends if you or your people turn on me. Truce?”

Kira’s eyes stayed locked on my mask as she wrestled with her decision. She was worried I’d turn on her, worried I’d betray her people to the Dominion. But she was a leader, and she was even more worried about what would happen to the Heresy if she didn’t return.

“Truce,” she said.

I hope you know what you’re doing, Avatar.

Me, too, I thought to myself. The deal with Kira worked in our favor, but there was still a long way to go to convince her I could be an ally. I’d cross that bridge when we reached the shipyard. Surely her people would rather have me on their side than working against them.

“How do we find your people?” I asked.

Kira let out a deep sigh and closed her eyes. Even after she’d made the decision, she struggled to reveal this last, vital piece of information.

“Helicon,” she said, without opening her eyes. “You’ll find the shipyard at Helicon.”

This destination is in the data we extracted from the Gnawr. Initiating emergency transit.

Seymour’s coils looped around Kira’s face again and sealed her in a living metal tomb.

And then his tentacles wrapped around me, tighter and tighter. Before I could react, he’d pinned my arms to my sides. Seconds later, I was completely wrapped in his coils, and laying almost flat on my back.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I asked as more loops of Seymour’s tentacles writhed together to form a sealed pod around me.

Do not panic, Avatar. I am sealing the two of you in individual pods to protect you from what is sure to be a bumpy ride and to maintain atmospheric integrity for as long as possible. It is for your safety and hers.

Rest, for now. We’ll know if you’ve made a deal with a she-devil soon enough.
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Chapter 13

The pod Seymour created around me was surprisingly cozy and comfortable. The coils supported me in all the right places, and the darkness was soothing after all the action of the past couple of hours. Cradled within the protective shell with nothing to do, I found myself drifting off.

In the gauzy place between waking and sleeping, I stumbled across a sharp spike of homesickness. With bullets flying in every direction and a princess in peril, I’d been able to forget all about Earth, the farm, and my grandparents.

Without those distractions, though, my mind was drawn back to all the things I was missing and the doors that closed when Seymour kidnapped me.

I had no idea if I’d ever taste Mabel’s blackberry cobbler again. The taste of my grandmother’s piping hot biscuits and gravy breakfasts would soon become a distant, haunting memory. And it wouldn’t be long before the smell of fresh-cut tobacco would fade away and vanish. Even the pungent scent of the cows would go away, leaving a strange hole in my thoughts that would be filled in with alien garbage. I missed my grandparents, and my Marines.

But then again, I was used to missing people. My parents were gone, as were the countless brothers and sisters I knew who had fallen in combat.

My decision about getting out of the Marines had been made for me. I couldn’t tell exactly how long I’d been gone from Earth, but I was sure I’d missed my return date. Maybe I’d even been gone long enough for Rachel’s company to put the move on my family’s farm. The idea of something happening to my grandparents while I was on the other side of the universe made me want to punch things. A lot of things.

Rest, Avatar. Your precious princess is already dreaming of your betrayal. You will need your strength.

“She’s not going to betray me,” I mumbled as sleep dragged me down into the darkness.

I woke from my nap with red lights flashing in my eyes and a warning klaxon ringing in my ears. Seymour had opened the pod to alert me of impending danger, and his coils eased me onto my feet as I shook off the clinging web of sleep.

“What’s the problem?” I asked, but the stale air tickling my nostrils and drying out my throat told me all I really needed to know. We were running out of oxygen, and I would be very dead very soon if that didn’t change.

We’ve reached Helicon. But I don’t see a shipyard. I believe your princess gave us a bad location, and now you’re going to die. Do you want me to kill her before you suffocate? It might make your transition from life to death more comfortable if you know you have been avenged.

“No,” I said, as I stalked to Kira’s pod. “If she fucked us over, I’ll take care of it myself. Open her pod. We’re going to have a chat.”

Seymour’s coils opened like the petals of a deadly flower, revealing Kira’s sleeping form. His metallic tentacles wrapped around each of her arms from shoulder to wrist, and her legs from mid-thigh to ankles. Seymour was careful not to wake the princess, and he didn’t disturb even one hair on her head as he peeled his coils away from her body.

I tapped the center of Kira’s forehead with one armored finger to wake her up, and her eyelids flickered, but she kept her breathing steady and played possum.

“Nice try, but I know you’re not sleeping,” I said. “Why don’t you open those violet peepers and we can chat about why you lied to me.”

“What are you talking about?” she asked, her eyes slipping open. “I told you exactly where to go.”

“Did you?” I said. “Because my sensors don’t see any shipyard out here.”

I stalked over to the viewport and tapped its frame. It popped to life and showed us a vivid widescreen view of a nasty little planet. The roiling orb’s sky was filled with storm clouds that spat lightning at one another like a herd of angry cats. Beneath the turbulent layer of clouds, Helicon’s surface glowed with green threads of writhing power. Even its atmosphere looked testy, with sparkles of static electricity rippling through the ionosphere as it rotated.

“You’re on the wrong side,” Kira side. “If you’re unfamiliar with how planets work, let me explain: they’re round. We’re on the core side, you need to move to the spinward side.”

If she’s wrong, she dies. I’m not giving her another chance to betray us.

“Your little clubhouse better be here,” I said. “If it’s not, we’re both going to be in a world of hurt.”

She snorted and tossed her head as much as Seymour’s imprisonment allowed. Her purple hair flicked out of her eyes, and I couldn’t help but notice how even her smirk was adorable.

“I trusted you enough to give up this location. Maybe you should trust me enough to at least look around before deciding I lied.” Kira’s bangs flopped back down into her face, and she blew them to the side with a quick puff of breath. “The shipyard is there.”

I left the viewport and returned to Kira’s side. She watched me approach like a mouse keeping a wary eye on a snake sidling in its direction. I raised one fingertip when I reached her pod, and her gaze followed it.

“I’m going to fly around to the other side of this shithole of a planet,” I said. “I really hope you’re telling me the truth and this isn’t some boneheaded plan to get me killed.”

That’s exactly what it is. You cannot trust this woman.

Kira laughed at my suggestion, and I’d be a liar if I said I didn’t like the sound. It was musical and rich, filled with enough real humor to keep the sarcastic edge from slicing straight through my heart. It was a sound I could get used to hearing, but the air was running out, and her laugh ended with a noticeable wheeze.

“Come on,” Kira said. “You called my bluff on our mutually assured destruction, and I folded. I’m not trying to commit suicide, and I’m sure as hell not trying to give you a reason to kill me.”

Seymour’s engines rattled and hummed as he powered around to Helicon’s far side. Shudders ran through his hull at irregular intervals. If Kira’s shipyard wasn’t where she claimed, we were going to have a lot more problems than running out of oxygen.

This side of the planet is no better. There is some sort of asteroid belt between the planet and one of its moons, but my sensors detect no signs of life there. It is also a dangerous area, given the high levels of electromagnetic energy and the large number of ferrous metals present in the surrounding asteroids.

Kira strained to see the viewport behind me, and I stepped out of her way to give her a clear view.

“See anything familiar?” I wheezed. “Because it looks like a load of shit to me.” Fuck. It felt like someone was leaning on my chest.

Kira’s violet eyes roved over the viewport, flitting from side to side and sliding up and down as she searched intently for something. Either she wasn’t lying, or she was putting on an Academy Award-winning performance. I waited, giving her enough rope to hang herself with.

You have fifteen minutes of air remaining, Jay. We need to wrap this up, immediately. We’re out of time to coddle your princess.

“Time’s up,” I said, and the soul blades burst from my wrists. “You were warned, but you didn’t listen.”

There was no way I was actually going to cut Kira, but she had no way of knowing that and a little fear might shake some answers loose. Her eyes scanned the viewport as I approached.

“There!” she shouted, a mixture of relief and terror giving her words panicked energy. “The dense cluster of asteroids passing in front of the moon is our target.”

I felt the faint, staticky buzz of Seymour’s thoughts as he analyzed the target Kira identified for us.

We might have had fifteen minutes of air left, but it was already getting hard to breathe. There wasn’t enough oxygen, and every breath was a struggle. The burnt oil stink returned, biting at my nostrils. Given the scent of his outrage, I assumed Seymour had bad news.

There is something there. I can’t identify what, but there are some signs of life behind the interference. She could be telling the truth. But the electromagnetic disturbance surrounding the target will make it impossible to approach.

I glanced at the monitor, then back at Kira. I wanted her to believe I was figuring this all out on my own, not that I was having a conversation with a super intelligent artificial intelligence in the background.

“When, precisely, were you going to tell me about the shipyard’s defenses?” I asked, keeping my bad man mask firmly in place. I needed Kira to be too afraid to lie to me. “Before, or after, my ship got hammered?”

Kira’s eyes went wide, and I had to resist the urge to move my blades away from her face. I didn’t want to cut her accidentally, but there was no way I was letting up the pressure until I knew the truth.

“What?” she asked, seeming genuinely confused. “The shipyard’s protected by location, not by any active defenses.”

Find out what is shielding the station. We need to reach it as soon as possible.

“You’re going to have to be straight with me,” I said. “How do we get to the shipyard?”

She shook her head as if to clear her thoughts and then stared at my mask.

“You have to follow the transit beacons through the asteroid field. You need to tune your navigational receiver to a specific series of sequences to make it through the field. The first frequency is 1054.3.”

Before I could ask Kira any other questions, Seymour changed course, and I retracted the soul blades so I wouldn’t carve the princess’s face off if I stumbled the next time Seymour altered our heading.

A few seconds later, Seymour’s nose entered the asteroid field and was immediately pelted with a swarm of tiny rocks. Fortunately, neither Seymour nor the micrometeors were moving at dangerous speeds. Each of the rocks deflected from his armor without so much as scuffing the metal. Still, it was unnerving to listen to the swarm of little asteroids pelting the hull like a xylophone concert in hell.

The odds of navigating an asteroid field are…

“Never tell me the odds,” I thought at Seymour, but he didn’t get the joke and remained silent as we glided through the asteroids. The first navigational beacon, a slender rod of metal about a yard long with a flat black metal disk mounted at either end of its length, floated into view after a few minutes. Every few seconds it emitted glowing flashes like a lightning bug’s tail.

“What’s the next frequency?” I asked Kira as we closed on the beacon’s location. I wanted to be sure Seymour was ready the second he needed to retune. The asteroids were getting bigger as we went deeper into the field, and it didn’t look like there was a lot of room for error out there. If Kira was lying, we’d be pounded into dust before I could torture the truth out of her.

“999.74,” she said, “but it’s not time to change, yet. When you reach the first beacon, it will stop flashing. Then you’ll have thirty seconds to retune and get moving again.”

She doesn’t seem to be lying. I’m sure she has some ulterior motive for guiding us to this asteroid field. You need to find out what it is before we’re done with her.

The angry stench of burning oil was overpowering. It made my head swim, and I could barely think straight from the combination of the nauseating smell and the lower oxygen content in the air.

Seymour’s maneuvering rockets flared as he glided to a stop next to the navigation beacon, and I braced myself against Kira’s imprisoned form. She cleared her throat, and I realized my hand was resting on her chest.

“We don’t have that kind of relationship,” she said, but her tone was more teasing than biting. Despite the awkward circumstances of our meeting, and our mutual distrust of one another, there seemed to be a spark between us.

Or maybe I was just projecting.

“Relax,” I said, trying to keep the joke rolling. I pulled my hand away and showed Kira my armored palm. “I can hardly feel a thing through this tin can.”

“But I can definitely feel you,” she whispered, and a violet blush spread across her cheeks as a ghost of a grin brought out her dimples.

I should have used a female voice. You would have jumped through flaming hoops ten minutes after meeting me if I had. Oh, Jay, I need your help to battle the evil galactic empire…

I wanted to tell Seymour to stuff it, but he wasn’t too far off the mark. The second beacon floated into view, and Kira spoke up.

“The third frequency is 67.130,” she said. “5.8632 comes next. There isn’t much room between those two beacons.”

“Duly noted,” I said, and hoped Seymour had been listening.

Something is changing ahead of us. Be prepared for treachery.

Seymour’s nose spun hard to starboard the second after we reached the third beacon. The new course carried us through a swarm of enormous asteroids floating in a very tight formation. If one of them moved the wrong way at the wrong time, we’d be smashed flat.

We arrived at the fourth beacon without getting destroyed, and Seymour slowed to a stop just as its light died.

“Are we close?”

“Look for yourself,” Kira said and nodded her head toward the viewport.

Ahead of us, a cluster of asteroids expanded with incredible precision. Their disordered clump resolved itself into a broad ring surrounding a glowing core.

“This is the shipyard,” Kira said, “All the asteroids in this field have an extraordinarily high iron content. The station controls their movements with a coordinated series of overlapping electromagnetic fields. The rocks prevent any physical intrusion while the electromagnetics are powerful enough to disrupt even the most potent Dominion scanner. We’re effectively invisible, and even if we weren’t, any ship trying to approach us without the navigational beacon frequencies would be pounded into scrap.”

“Smart,” I said. “You want to give me the final frequency before we get slammed?”

“0.96543,” she said with the same adorable smirk. “How did you know there was another frequency?”

It was my turn to smirk. I wasn’t a genius, but I’d been keeping track of the frequencies in my head. They were all five digits long, and the decimal kept moving to the left with each iteration. We’d stopped with the decimal one digit to the right, so it stood to reason there was one more frequency.

I tapped the side of my helmet.

“I’m a pretty smart guy,” I said, “you might want to remember that.”

“And you might want to open a comms channel because my people are going to get very nervous if they see you drifting around their asteroid field. Your ship looks like something out of a horror vid. Where did you even find this thing?”

She asks too many questions. Please reconsider killing her.

“You don’t want to know the answer to that,” I said. “You’re closer than you might think.”

I look fine, Avatar. Even where it doesn’t count. I am shaped this way to inspire terror in my prey, just as your armor is.

Seymour shifted direction again, and we floated into a region of the asteroid field where none of the floating rocks strayed. His nose swiveled to port, and the glowing blue ball of the shipyard filled the center of the viewport. It was like standing at one end of an ever shifting-tunnel of floating boulders.

Even with the oxygen in the atmosphere quickly depleting, I couldn’t help but enjoy the final leg of our ride to Kira’s secret clubhouse. There was something magical about the way the asteroids moved in synchronized orbits. They appeared totally random from one viewpoint and completely ordered from another.

“Open a comms channel,” Kira said, “on the same frequency as the last navigational beacon.”

I’m warning you, this is a trick. She’s planning something. We should kill her now and prepare to kill everyone aboard the station when they inevitably attack us.

“Opening the frequency now,” I said.

A moment later, panicked voices burst through a wall of static and filled Seymour’s bridge. For a split second, all I could hear was a jumble of alien words and tangled syllables in frenzied tones. Then the earbud communicator caught up with its translation duties, and actual words reached my ears.

“Identify yourself at once,” a woman demanded in low and urgent tones.

“Friend or foe targeting systems are unable to classify your craft,” a man growled in a voice that sounded like he’d been gargling crushed glass for the past ten years, “respond to our communications, or we will open fire with beam weapons and direct target mass drivers.”

“You have entered a secured space,” a mechanical, chirping voice intoned. “Kill your engines and prepare to be boarded. Any actions deemed hostile will result in a hostile response.”

“Can they hear me?” Kira asked.

They can hear her. For now. But if she says anything I do not trust, I will kill all communications. Or communicators. No promises.

“They can but don’t say anything that’ll make me nervous,” I said. On the viewport, there were dozens of bright red lights now shining through the blue glow ahead of us. Small glints of light surrounded by hazy silver auras approached us on intercept vectors. “Better put your friends’ minds at ease before this turns into a shooting match. You do not want to start this fight.”

“Outlier, this is Core. Returning to code 133-564-981-135-777,” Kira said, keeping her voice smooth and even. She recited each of the numerals with great care, taking pains to make sure the listeners heard each one. “Stand down.”

It is a trap, I know it. My sensors are picking up an energy fluctuation coming from the station ahead. They could be preparing to fire.

My heart sank at the thought of Kira’s betrayal. There was no way to tell if her code was meant to tip off her friends to ambush us. On the other hand, she was still aboard and had insisted she wasn’t suicidal. More importantly, I wanted to believe she wouldn’t kill me.

Still, a reminder of her position couldn’t hurt.

“Killing us won’t save you,” I said. “They’ll take you out right along with us. And this ship has surprises you’ve never seen. There’s no telling how hard I’ll hit your shipyard if you try to fuck me over.”

Kira blew the hair out of her eyes with an exasperated sigh. She struggled inside Seymour’s makeshift prison, but he wasn’t letting her go.

“I’m not trying to kill anyone. I gave my people the code to stand down. They won’t shoot you,” Kira said with a frown. “Let me go, so I can greet them when we arrive. If they see me like this, they will lose their minds.”

I do not think releasing her is a good idea. She could try to make a break for it when we land. If she gets too far away from you, they will be able to attack you. And me.

“I’m going to trust you,” I said, emphasizing the words so Seymour would know they were meant for him as much as for Kira. “Don’t make me regret it.”

Kira’s focused her wide, violet eyes on me with a sincerity that cut through my wariness like a sharp blade through an exposed jugular.

“You don’t have anything to worry about,” Kira said, her voice strained by the struggle to breathe. “I’ll fulfill my end of the deal. There’s no need for violence.”

We were close to the shipyard, but we were also close to running out of air. My armor felt too tight, and an invisible hand squeezed around my throat with every breath. My lungs hitched and jerked with every exhale as if desperate to hang on to what little oxygen they still contained. Inhaling took a great force of will as if my body wanted to reject the carbon-dioxide-rich mix filling Seymour’s bridge. It was going to be far too close.

“I’m letting you go,” I said. “Don’t do anything you’ll regret.”

I do not trust her, but I will trust you, this one time, Avatar. If you are wrong, I am calling the shots from here on out.

The metal coils slithered away from Kira quickly, and she almost fell to the deck. If I hadn’t been standing right next to her when she collapsed, the princess would’ve landed flat on her face.

I caught her with one hand under each of her arms and my fingers curled around the sides of her chest. I carefully raised her up and set her back on her feet, but didn’t release her until I was sure her legs could support her weight. A violet flush warmed her cheeks, but I wasn’t sure if it was because I was holding on to her, or if it was an embarrassment because she’d fallen.

“You can let me go,” she said, her voice soft and hesitant. “I’m fine.”

I released Kira but didn’t pull my hands away entirely. I wanted to stay close by in case she fell again. She didn’t, but I still didn’t move away. There was something about Kira I needed to protect, no matter the cost. No matter how much it pissed off Seymour. No matter how terrible of an idea it might be. It was good to be needed.

“I’m not such a bad guy, you know,” I said.

“You’re not?” she said with a curt shake of her head. Her hair fell over her face, and she eyed me through its violet fringe. “You seemed like a pretty bad guy when you were killing all my allies. I bet even the other mercenaries think you’re a pretty big piece of shit right about now. You did steal their big prize away.”

“Stole you away,” I corrected. “So I could bring you home. That doesn’t carry any weight with you?”

“You needed your ship fixed,” she said with a shrug. “You’re bringing me back for another payday.”

“Keep on telling yourself I’m a bad man, Princess,” I said. Her needling had my temper up, and I found myself stepping toward her as if my words would have more of an impact if I were closer to her. “You don’t know a fucking thing about me or why I’m doing this.”

“Don’t I?” she asked, her voice low.

Don’t say another word to her. She’s tricking you. Manipulating you.

“No,” I said, ignoring Seymour’s warning. Maybe he was right, but was past caring. I wanted Kira to know we could work together. We didn’t have to be enemies. “I knew less than nothing about you when I signed on with the Howling Legion. I’d never heard anything about the Dominion, or the Heresy. Up until a few days ago, I didn’t even know this corner of the universe existed.”

Don’t tell her your secrets. She’ll use them against you.

“What do you mean?” Kira snorted. “This galaxy is cordoned by Dominion interdictors. Either you’re lying to me, or you’ve penetrated a border that’s been secured for a hundred years.”

Not another word. You don’t know what you’re revealing.

“Less than a week ago, I didn’t even know space travel was possible,” I said. Somehow I’d gotten so close to Kira I could smell her perfume. “A few days ago, I was fighting for my life against a ship of Gnawr scavengers, and--”

Kira placed her right hand against my chest. She crawled her hand up my armor until her fingers grasped my helmet’s pointed chin. Her eyes burned into my visor.

“What’s under here?” she asked. “More metal?”

“No,” I said, unsure of where the conversation was headed.

Do not lower your defenses. Some women have been known to chew a man’s face off if the opportunity presents itself. She’ll go straight for your eyes, mark my words.

“Show me,” she said, a slight tremble in her words. Her eyes glistened and her nostrils flared like a doe catching its first scent of a hunter. “Look me in the eyes and tell me the truth.”

My helmet melted back into my skin, and Kira’s eyes went wide with shock. She grazed my cheek with the back of her fingers, then pulled her hand away as fast as if she’d touched an open flame.

“Easy,” I said. “I know I haven’t shaved in a few days, but the stubble can’t be that bad.”

“It’s not--” Kira stopped as her eyes locked with mine. We stared at one another in silence for long moments until her gaze roamed over my face. She reached out and brushed my lower lip with her fingertip. “You look like me.”

“You think?” I asked. A prickling pang of loss pierced my heart as she withdrew her hand. “Because I always thought I was pretty good looking, but you are absolutely beautiful.”

Kira’s mouth dropped open in surprise. She raised her hand, and for a moment, I thought she was going to slap me for making such an obvious pass at her.

But instead of a slap, her palm landed on my cheek and a rich, vibrant laugh poured out of her.

She is hideous. And so skinny. Your children would be anemic veal unsuited for even a simple harvest. Kill her, Avatar, and end this foolishness.

“I am surprised,” she whispered. “You aren’t quite the monster I imagined.”

“As I was saying, I’m not from around here,” I continued, closing my hand over Kira’s. For a moment, I was afraid she was going to pull away. Her pulse quickened, and her pupils dilated to the size of quarters, but she held her ground. “My ship was so badly damaged it was all I could do to limp him to New Ordeith--”

“Him?” Kira asked with a quirked eyebrow. “Most captains think of their ships as female.”

“Illogical and high maintenance?” I smirked.

“Go on,” she sighed.

“This is a unique vessel,” I said, “and I didn’t have any money to pay for repairs. The only skills I had--”

“Killing and blowing shit up?” Kira asked. She’d tried to keep her tone light, but there was no denying what she’d seen. I’d slaughtered her people like a fox turned loose in the hen house.

“I’m a Marine or a warrior,” I said. “I fought for my people. I fought for ideals. My training made me very good at killing our enemies. I didn’t want to sell those skills to the highest bidder, but I ran out of options. If I ever want to go home again, I have to repair my ship. I’m not proud of what happened. I can’t change the past, but I think we can make the future better.”

Kira had leaned in as we spoke, and our bodies were so close together I could feel the heat of her face on mine. I breathed her in and held it in my lungs until I thought they’d burst.

“My people aren’t going to be happy about what happened,” she said, tentatively. “I’ll have to convince them you can be trusted. That you won’t turn on us when things get hard or sell us out when you need more money.”

“I can help you,” I said. “You only saw a fraction of my skills back on New Ordeith. Imagine me fighting for your side. What could your people do with my kind of destruction at your disposal?”

Oh, I have to beg you to kill anyone, but you’ll throw yourself into an all-out war for her? I see where your priorities lie.

“Convince me,” she said and wrapped her other hand around mine. She pulled our clasped hands to her chest and stared at me with such heartfelt need I thought I’d melt right then and there.

The armor sank back into my hands. Her fingers were hot around mine, a delicate cage of desperate need. My heart pounded, and not only because Seymour’s oxygen levels were getting low.

“I can’t,” I said, struggling to catch my breath. “But I don’t have to. I’m a mercenary, remember? Put me on the payroll.”

“Your last employer isn’t likely to give you a glowing reference,” she said.

“I did what I was paid to do for those fucksticks,” I said, squeezing her fingers. “The first contract was fulfilled, and if the twins hadn’t gone bugshit and tried to kill me--”

“You would have sat on me until the Dominion arrived,” she said, a conspiratorial smile twisting the corners of her mouth. She took a deep gulp of oxygen-depleted air, and that was almost as distracting as her smile. “I don’t know if I’m convinced.”

“What about your sister?” I asked.

“My sister?” Her beautiful eye narrowed from under her bangs.

“Yeah, what if I could help you get her out? I’ve gotten in and out of tight spots before. Would it help build some trust between us if I rescued your sister?”

“Hmmm,” Kira said as she bit her bottom lip. The movement was unbelievably cute, and I expected Seymour to taunt me at any second for feeling attracted to her.

“Do you know where she’s at? I thought that was why you were on--”

“I know where she is,” Kira interrupted me.

“You’ve seen what I can do,” I reminded her. “I’m sorry about killing your allies. Let me help you save your sister.”

“Hmmm. I’ll see if I can get you on the team. It won’t be easy, but I do know the boss.” Her wildflower breath tickled my lips, and my pulse quickened. Kira was quite possibly the most beautiful woman I had ever seen, but her firecracker personality was what really turned me on. Our lips were close, and I suddenly wondered if alien women kissed like humans did.

We’ve arrived.

Seymour blared a siren and flooded the bridge with harsh red light.

“I guess we’re here,” I said. And not a moment too soon, given how lightheaded and woozy the fouled air was making me.

As we slipped into the shipyard’s bay, Kira eased away from me and braced herself against Seymour’s hull.

We stopped moving, and gentle thuds sounded from every direction around us. Through the viewport, I saw we were docked in one of the shipyard’s bays. Mechanical arms held us in place and prevented Seymour from bumping into the docking bay’s structure.

Voices returned to Seymour’s bridge.

“Please open your debarkation doors,” a woman’s smooth voice asked. “We will extend the catwalk for you to exit. Once the catwalk is in place, please exit your vessel in a calm, orderly fashion. Do not bring any weapons, do not take any actions which may be regarded as hostile.”

Seymour formed a door to the left of the viewport, and blessedly oxygen-rich air gushed into his interior. Kira’s chest hitched as she sucked in a deep lungful, and her dress struggled to keep her covered.

“You need to shed all of that heat,” she said, raising an eye at my gear. “Heading out with those armaments is asking for a fight.”

“I don’t want a fight, but don’t think a lack of guns is going to stop me from tearing a bloody asshole in anyone who tries to fuck with me,” I said as I drew my pistols. Seymour’s tentacles lifted the weapons from my hands and tugged the assault rifle off my back. “After you.”

I will be listening, watching. If anything happens, I will come for you, Avatar.

A long, thin catwalk with skinny chrome rails extended from the edge of the bay to the opening Seymour had created. It attached to the sides of the door with ten articulated claws, which seemed sturdy enough to hold it in place.

“Off we go,” Kira said. She stepped onto the walkway and confidently strode away from me.

Catch up with her before her people open fire on us.

Seymour was right, I was letting my hostage walk away. If her people wanted move against us, this was a perfect time. I restored my helmet and gauntlets and marched after the princess.

“I don’t want any trouble,” I whispered when I caught up to Kira, “but if your people throw down, it will get messy in a big fucking hurry.”

“They won’t—” Kira started, but was interrupted by the sudden appearance of a bristling array of very large, very ugly weapons.

Three tripods burst from the ceiling above the catwalk. Each of them supported a massive six-barreled weapon that looked like a cross between a Gatling gun and a missile pod. All the weapons were trained on Seymour, and I had no doubt he was preparing to do something ridiculously violent in response to their provocation.

“You don’t want to do this,” I said, and the soul blades on my left arm slid out of their housings with a faint rasp. I kept them concealed behind Kira’s back and laid their tips on either side of her spine. “You really don’t. Call off your dogs before shit goes sideways and a whole lot of people die.”

My heart was hammering in my chest and my muscles were ready to spring into action.

“Stop!” Kira shouted, a tremor of distress vibrating in her words. “There’s no need for this.”

Prepare to defend yourself, Avatar. I certainly am.

A cold metallic hiss came from behind me, and a glance over my shoulder showed me a curling swarm of tentacles rising from Seymour’s body. They swept forward in a rush, twisting and winding around one another to form a half-sphere behind Kira and me.

I regretted not bringing at least the pistols.

“Don’t make me regret trusting you,” I whispered to Kira and added a touch of pressure to the soul blades digging into her back.

A door opened into the bay from beyond the cannons, and a small squad of heavily armed troopers stomped through. They stood a little over seven feet tall, and their bodies were covered head to toe in thick armored plating. A confusing, constantly moving pattern of urban camouflage shifted across the plates, making their outlines difficult to focus on for more than a second or two.

But I didn’t have any trouble seeing the enormous rifles they’d aimed at me.

“I’m getting really nervous, Princess,” I whispered.

“Stop!” Kira shouted again. “This isn’t solving anything. Put down your weapons. This man rescued me from the Dominion. He is not our enemy.”

A regal woman with dark skin and a quintet of scaled crests running in sleek lines from just above her eyebrows back over her skull passed through the wall of armed guards. She wore long red robes that dragged the floor and wielded a slender scepter tipped with a glowing red gemstone. She crossed her arms over her chest and rested the scepter on her left shoulder.

“At ease,” she said to the guards in a bored, dismissive tone. “If the princess believes this man is not a threat, we will give him the benefit of the doubt. For the moment.”

“Welcome home,” she said to Kira as she met us at the edge of the catwalk. She wrapped her arms around Kira in a tight embrace while her eyes burned holes in my visor. “Please forgive our vigilant response. After we received word of your capture, we were justifiably concerned. Your sudden return without any forewarning has alarmed several of the counselors. Perhaps we should discuss this in chambers?”

Kira stepped back from the woman and turned back to me with pleading eyes.

“This is going to be okay,” she said, resting her palm against my chest. “Trust me. I need some time to explain the situation to the other counselors.”

If we are separated, no one is coming aboard me until you give me the all clear. I’ll destroy anyone who tries.

Seymour seemed genuinely worried, and his unease put me on edge. Still, we’d come all this way without Kira fucking us over, I could go a little further. Plus, there was nowhere else for us to run. If this blew up in our faces, our only option was to go nuclear and hope we crawled out of the rubble.

I wasn’t ready to push that button yet.

“Fine, but keep your people away from my ship,” I said. “That’s a warning, not a threat. I have powerful defense systems installed, and they won’t hesitate to inflict lethal damage on anyone who tries to board it.”

It is a very unkind characterization to use when talking about me, Avatar. I am a thinking creature, not an object. You wound me with your callous disregard.

Kira nodded and turned back to her people.

“We’re coming across,” she said and continued walking. I followed her, careful to keep her thin body between the bad guys and me. “Stand down, and we can discuss this with the rest of the Council. For the moment, leave the vessel behind me untouched.”

As we neared the turrets, they vanished into the ceiling without a trace. I couldn’t even see where the smooth white metal surface opened to deploy them. It made me wonder how many other weapons were waiting to pop out of the walls or floors. I crossed my fingers and hoped I hadn’t marched myself straight into a death trap.

The guards, on the other hand, didn’t vanish. They peeled away to either side to allow us to pass through their ranks, then formed a semicircle behind Kira and I as we followed the scepter-wielding woman out of the bay and into the shipyard.

“This is Arza,” Kira said, “my second. She’s been my rock since Myrin was taken, and I couldn’t have done any of this without her.”

“She sounds like a real peach,” I said as I walked alongside Kira. “Not very welcoming, though. Didn’t bake us a cake. Not even any cookies.”

Kira threw me an exasperated look and bumped her shoulder into my side.

“She’s under a lot of stress,” she chided me. “She doesn’t want anything to happen to me. Watch your mouth around her, she’s got the same implanted translator I do and can understand every word you say.”

We’d reached a tall, narrow doorway with a red symbol emblazoned upon its surface. The symbol was composed of four vertical lines with a shorter horizontal line beneath them.

“What’s this?” I asked, nodding my head toward the symbol as Arza fiddled with the door.

“The Heresy’s symbol,” Kira said. “It’s a stylized fist. It also represents the four worlds who originally stood up to the Dominion and the corporate sponsors who provided their support.”

The symbol split down the middle and vanished as the door opened to reveal a long, spacious chamber. A round table dominated the center of the room, and thirteen empty oversized chairs surrounded it.

Arza gestured for Kira to enter but raised a hand when I tried to follow. The guards behind me tensed, and I heard the distinct shuffle of weapons being prepared.

I had a sudden urge to turn and spear one of those assholes right in the neck but held my temper. Slicing and dicing my way through there would gain me nothing. I took a deep breath and let it out. The guards were just doing their job, which happened to be protecting the princess and her staff from random killers.

Like me.

“You want me to wait out here with the help?” I asked, raising both hands so she could see them.

“Yes. That is what you are. ‘The help.’”

“Awesome,” I said with feigned disinterest. “Don’t keep me waiting too long. I get bored easily.”

Arza rolled her eyes so hard I think she sprained one of them, then stepped through the doorway. It closed behind her with a hiss of air, and I leaned against the far wall.

The faces of the five guards were hidden by their helmets so I couldn’t see their expressions. Their weapons were slung over their shoulders, and my claws were safely sheathed. I bet we looked like a collection of action figures put up for storage.

“How’re the benefits here?” I asked. “Salary pretty good? You got a union? I’m thinking of joining up.”

The guards didn’t move or respond. I didn’t even know if they could understand me.

“Talkative bunch,” I said. “Suit yourself. I’ve got some stories I could tell, but I guess we’re going to play the quiet game.”

We could still kill them all.

Arza kept her promise, and a few minutes after she’d left me in the hall she opened the door and motioned for me in to join her and Kira in the meeting room. Its ceiling rose to a steep peak high overhead, and the walls were composed of alternating black and white panels. A warm and soothing light emanated from the white panels, and the black panels each held a small sconce containing burning incense. The smoke perfumed the chamber with a pleasant, comforting aroma that reminded me of the cozy smell of a fire in my grandparents’ wood stove.

Flickering blue high definition holograms of aliens filled each of the seats. They came in all shapes and sizes, but the one thing they had in common was a look of concern stamped into their features. It was hard to believe a three-eyed sloth alien and a pillar of quivering jelly with a single stalked eyeball rising from the top of its head could convey such an emotion with similar expressions, but there you go.

Nothing ever changes as much as you think it does.

“The princess has informed us of your desire to serve the Heresy,” Arza said with a flick of her eyes in my direction. “Is this true?”

“Yes,” I said. “I think you could use my skills in your conflict with--”

“A simple yes would have sufficed,” Arza said.

“He saved my life,” Kira said before I could respond. “He would be a great asset in our struggle.”

Arza didn’t have a seat at the table which I guessed was part of the reason she seemed so pissy. She prowled around the far side of the seats with her scepter propped on her shoulder. She seemed lost in deep thought until she jabbed her scepter in my direction and barked a question.

“You are a mercenary,” she said, making the word sound like the kind of venereal disease that would rot your junk off. “Do you think the Heresy’s struggle can be reduced to a simple payment for services rendered?”

Kira flicked her eyes toward mine, then back to the table. There was a lot to read from her simple gesture, and I was grateful to see she was still on my side.

I shrugged and feigned indifference to Arza’s jab. All the holograms stared at me, and Arza tried to burn holes in my faceplate with her glare. Fortunately, none of Kira’s people could hear my nervous heartbeat. Everything hinged on the next few minutes, and I didn’t want to blow this opportunity.

“I won’t deny the truth. I’m a mercenary,” I said. “I did some things I’m not proud of so I could fix my ship, and that ended with some deaths on your side. I regret the necessity of what I did, but because of me your leader is here with you, and not in a Dominion prison having her brained peeled like a grapefruit.”

“And we’re supposed to believe you’ve returned Kira to us out of the goodness of your heart? How do we know you haven’t led the Dominion straight to us?” Arza asked, fury lacing her words with fire. Her anger was directed at me, but there was more than enough fire to catch Kira in the splash.

“Because I burned my bridges with the Dominion the second I snatched Kira out of their grasp,” I said. “Leading them here would get me killed right alongside the rest of you.”

Arza snorted. She rested the scepter across her shoulders and draped her arms over it.

“I don’t trust you,” she said. “What assurances--”

Kira slapped her hands on the table, and the echo bounced around the chamber. All eyes turned in her direction, and Arza bit her lip with consternation.

“This conversation is at an end,” Kira said. “The raid on our New Ordeith safehouse would have happened whether this man took part or not. Our defenses were inadequate to stop the Legion from reaching the spire. I would’ve been taken prisoner even if he wasn’t there. That is a fact.”

Arza raised her scepter to interrupt, but Kira shook her head and continued.

“But his choice changed things,” she said. “When he realized he was on the wrong side of this fight, he turned on his employers and rescued me from their clutches at great personal risk. He could have done anything while I was his prisoner. He could’ve transported me to a neutral sector and sold me to the highest bidder. He could have contacted the Heresy and ransomed me. But he did not do either of those things. He brought me back here.”

Arza’s dark face paled, and her lips flattened into thin, angry lines.

“I am calling for a formal vote,” Kira said, her voice stronger than I’d ever heard it. The words rang through the chamber like the crack of a judge’s gavel falling. “All those in favor of hiring this man to serve the Heresy, say aye. All opposed, nay.”

Kira rose from her chair and jabbed her finger at the first counselor.

“Akidi Jundor, how do you vote?” she demanded.

“Aye,” the counselor responded, his ten chins wobbling as he nodded his head.

“Ogrik Mundal, your vote, please.”

“Nay.”

And so it went. By the time they’d rounded the table, there were six votes for inducting me into the super secret treason club, and six for booting my ass out into the cold, cold embrace of space.

A tie. Fuck.

Kira let out a long, disappointed sigh.

“Very well,” she said, and my heart sank down into toes. “I had hoped there would have been clear support for adding a much-needed ally to my cause, but I suppose I should have expected this resistance, Arza.”

“The Heresy was founded on principles,” Arza said and slapped her scepter into her palm. “Our agents fight for their beliefs, not for credits.”

“I vote aye,” Kira said, and Arza winced as if the word was a slap. “This discussion is at an end. He will be joining our ranks, effective immediately, as a member of my retinue.”

Arza had no response to Kira’s proclamation. Silence reigned in the chamber, and Kira glared daggers at every one of the holograms who’d tried to shoot me down before returning her attention to Arza.

“I want you, Arza, to make sure this man’s vessel is repaired,” she said, her voice once again as pleasant and light as if she’d not just gone full dragon lady on her people. “I will personally cover the costs of all materials and personnel required to do the job. You are responsible for making sure this task is completed. Quickly.”

Kira settled back in her chair and crossed her legs. She rested her hands on the table in front of her and addressed the gathered holograms with a pleasant, but very, very firm voice.

I blinked, shocked that everything had turned around so suddenly. I thought about taking a verbal victory lap but bit back my sarcasm. I’d won. I didn’t have to be a dick about it.

“I want to thank you all for the support you provided for my mission to New Ordeith,” Kira said. “While I was unable to procure the services of the Gray Guard, for obvious reasons, I did locate my sister. The Dominion has her locked up in Golarin Quarry.”

The holograms reacted to this news as if she’d told them her sister was being boiled alive in a vat filled with bat urine.

“The prison colony is an impregnable fortress,” the pillar of jelly said. “Its defenses cannot be breached. Even if you had been able to hire the Gray Guard, their forces would have been insufficient to rescue your sister.”

Kira leaned forward and steepled her fingers in front of her. She glanced at me with a slight smile, then rapped her knuckles on the table. A small glowing console appeared, and she quickly typed a long string of characters.

An image of two massive planets floated into view. Dozens of moons whirled around the planets in patterns so complex I went cross-eyed trying to follow them.

“While it is true the prison colony is protected by some of the most powerful defenses in the Dominion arsenal, it does have a weak point,” Kira explained.

A small red dot appeared at the edge of the display. It dodged and weaved through the erratic orbits of the moons. As it reached the central point between the planets, the image froze.

“This is a supply ship, headed to Golarin Quarry,” she said. “For security purposes, it maintains constant contact with Dominion control stations and the prison.”

“If it’s in constant contact, then it does us no good,” said an alien with a face like a crab’s. “If we try to board it, the Quarry will be on high alert when we arrive.”

“At this point,” Kira said as she raised her finger to the floating map, “the supply ship is vulnerable. There is a transmission dead zone for approximately five minutes during the transit between the two planets. That is our window.”

One of the counselors, a yellow-faced woman with long, curving tusks jutting from the corners of her mouth, leaned forward and shook her head.

“The dead zone won’t stop the supply ship from detecting an enemy craft,” she said. “They’ll spot you long before they reach the danger zone. They would turn back before risking an ambush.”

Kira glanced at me again, and I suddenly understood why she’d dismissed Arza and let me stay. She needed me.

And Seymour.

“Not if they don’t know there’s a ship there,” I said. “And they’ll never see my ship coming.”

“There are no cloaking devices capable of defeating Dominion scanners,” the pillar of slime snorted. “They can identify any vessel within seconds.”

“Only if they know it’s a vessel,” I said. “They’ll still see my ship, but they won’t know it’s a ship.”

A wide smile spread across Kira’s face as I spoke, and a warm glow spread through my chest.

“He’s right,” she said. “On our approach to Outlier, none of our scanners were able to identify his vessel. If the ship hadn’t been moving, I don’t think our sensors would have detected him as anything other than a piece of space junk.”

“But surely you can’t put the entire operation into the hands of a mercenary,” Crab-face shot back.

“A mercenary who destroyed half the Gray Guard,” Kira said. “This may be our only shot to reclaim my sister from our enemies, and we don’t have long to put the plan into motion. I recommend we hire him to help us carry out this mission. Are there any opposed?”

For a long moment, the holographic counselors said nothing. One by one, they shook their heads.

“Then we’re done here,” she said. “I need a few hours to put together the details of the plan. I’ll notify you if we will need your support. This meeting is adjourned.”

When the last of the holograms had vanished, I pulled out one of the chairs across from Kira and took a seat.

“You’re sure this is a good idea?” I asked, gesturing toward the empty room.

“What?” Kira asked with a faint smile. “Trusting you to rescue my sister?”

“No,” I said with a laugh and propped my feet up on the table’s polished black surface. “Being alone with a dangerous mercenary.”

“Do I need security to protect me from you?” Kira asked, her eyes flashing like drawn daggers.

“I could ask the same of you,” I said, and curled my fingers behind my head. “How much danger am I in?”

Kira sighed and straightened her dress across her lap with the palms of her hands. I’d thrown the question out as a joke, but she’d taken it to heart.

“Maybe. I’m much more dangerous than you realize,” Kira said, staring down at her hands. “I’ve convinced a lot of brilliant people to do very dumb things once I’d gotten them alone,” she said.

“Such as?” I asked, intrigued.

“Such as backing my little rebellion,” Kira said. She shot me a rueful smile and continued. “I’ve taken an army of decent, upstanding citizens, and transformed them all into criminals. The Dominion calls us The Heresy. They don’t just think we’re the enemy, they believe we’re the kind of pure evil you can only get rid of with fire.”

“Then why would anyone follow you?” I asked. “If the Dominion thinks you’re the devil, why do people keep throwing in with you?”

“I’m the lesser of two evils,” she said with a throaty chuckle. “I believe in freedom. I think everyone should be allowed to pursue their own interests, provided they’re not harming anyone else. I believe in letting businesses do what they will to foster their growth, provided they follow the laws of the worlds on which they operate.

“The Dominion, on the other hand, believes its citizens should swear obedience to the Great Altar. They believe business exists to serve the will of the government. They believe in taking whatever they want, whenever they want, from whomever they want.”

“Your rebellion is financed by businesses who want to pay lower taxes?” I asked, feeling more than a little deflated. “You’re telling me the whole rebellion is based on money?”

“What else is there?” Kira asked, and we shared a bitter laugh at her honest response.

Souls, Avatar. Souls are more valuable than money, more valuable than freedom, more valuable than the lives that produce them. Which is why we need to finish up our business here and get back to our real purpose.

“Tell me more about this supply ship,” I said.

“It has a crew of five and carries minimal armaments. It makes the trip to Golarin Quarry every week,” she said, tapping the table. An image of the vessel zoomed in so I could get a closer look at it. It reminded me a lot of the Gnawr ship. “It’s the only ship able to approach the prison without getting blasted into vapor by their defenses.”

I studied the ship for a few moments, did some rough mental calculations, and grinned inside my helmet.

“What’s in it for me?” I asked.

“We have money,” she said, “and you can have as much of it as you want. We have material, so if there’s anything you need, we can get it. What we don’t have are the kind of agents with the skills you possess. We need you.”

I spun back and marched over to Kira. I wrestled her chair away from the table and clamped my hands around its arms. I leaned down until my mask was mere inches above her face and then peeled the armor away so quickly she recoiled in shock.

“How badly?” I asked as my heart pounded in my chest.

“The Heresy needs men like you,” she said, her voice husky. “Not just men who can fight. Men who aren’t afraid to take a stand and do what’s right even if it’s not in their best interest. Men who will help put wrongs right even if it’s dangerous. You’re a mercenary, but you’re more than a mercenary.”

I took a deep breath of Kira’s words, inhaling her scent, and burning it into my mind. I’d never met anyone like her, simultaneously confident and terrified, willing to take a stand against impossible odds but not afraid to ask for help in doing it. I knew I had desert goggles from my deployment, but there was something about her that made every part of my body desire her. Maybe it was alien pheromones, or maybe it didn’t fucking matter. She was a beautiful woman that needed my help.

“The Heresy needs me?” I asked as I lowered my face until it was almost touching hers. “What about you?”

Kira’s pupils were inky pools, so dilated the violet ring of her iris was a thin thread of color. Her nostrils flared, and her breath quickened as my words hit her.

“Ten million credits,” she said. Our lips were so close I felt her offer more than heard it.

“And?” I said, my lips brushing against hers as I spoke.

“We’ll talk about ‘and’ after—”

I couldn’t hold back any longer. I shed the armor from my right hand and hooked my fingers around the back of Kira’s head. I pulled her to me, burying my fingers in the violet waves of her thick hair and pressed my mouth to hers. Kira stiffened, for a moment, and then she melted against me and her arms looped around my neck.

When we parted, Kira swallowed hard, and her cheeks glowed. She took a deep breath, and I did the same. I inhaled the scent of her hair and skin and it burned itself into my mind.

“Okay, boss,” I said as I eased her petite body back into her chair. “I’ll do it. But I don’t really need the money. I want you and the opportunity to kill a bunch of motherfuckers.”

I didn’t wait for her response. I turned and left the meeting room while my head spun and my blood sang in my veins.



[image: ]






Chapter 14

“How close are we to tee time?” I asked while I watched the show on the viewport Seymour created for me in the Soulforge. I’d decided to keep Seymour a secret from the Heresy, for the moment, and the Soulforge was the best place to hide out from the passengers we’d brought along for the raid on the Dominion supply ship. Through the viewport, I watched as Noren 2 threw green bolts of lightning at its own moons while small asteroids drifted around Seymour. We’d arrived well ahead of our target and had been hiding out in the asteroid field between Noren 1 and Noren 2.

Kira and the Heresy counselors had signed-off on this scheme, but at the end of the day, I was running this show. The plan to sneak onto the supply ship as it crawled through this navigational nightmare of a system was risky as hell, but I was confident I could pull it off. After we’d seized control of the Dominion ship, it was a smooth ride straight into the heart of their prison ship.

Less than ten minutes according to my calculations. If, of course, the woman’s information is accurate.

Crimson bolts of electricity flickered and pulsed between Noren 1 and its dozens of moons. The planet’s powerful magnetic core caused deadly energy to gather in blood red pools across the upper atmosphere. Those pools swirled like venomous cauldrons until one of the iron-rich moons passed over. When the satellite got too close, the pools unleashed stabbing forked tongues of lightning at its scarred surface.

“I didn’t even think there was lightning in space,” I said, ignoring Seymour’s comment about Kira. It was both fascinating and terrifying to see the destructive power of nature on this scale. I thought about what it must be like to be stuck on the planet’s storm-wracked surface and shuddered. The universe was a scary fucking place even when people weren’t shooting at me.

There is no lightning in space. Noren 1’s moons pass through the upper layers of its atmosphere at various points in their orbit. The lightning crosses the gap between them in those brief moments. It’s a rare phenomenon and a very dangerous one.

“Which is why I’m here,” I said, shaking my head. “Why didn’t you try to talk me out of this?”

One, you’re completely besotted with this ridiculous rebel woman. Nothing I would say would convince you to abandon her in her time of need. Two, I know how much you love EVA missions and did not want to deprive you of the opportunity to engage in one so near this terrifying place.

“Fuck you,” I said and leaned back against the wall. I tapped the EVA harness the Heresy had been so kind to loan me. “I planned ahead, this time.”

We shall see. I pray the woman isn’t planning on betraying you.

“What the fuck is your problem with her?” I asked. Sure, Kira and I had our differences because I’d kidnapped her, but she’d been nothing but awesome since our little meeting with the rest of the Heresy’s counsel. “She set up our big payday for this mission, she supplied me with this fancy jetpack, and she’s our ticket to bigger and better jobs with the Heresy in the future. We’re on her side now.”

Are we? She’s using you, Avatar. It’s so obvious it pains me to have to tell you. The sooner you slake your unholy lust on her purple nether regions, the sooner we can get far away from her and return to more important matters. Such as collecting souls.

“Yeah, I’m not in any hurry to get away from Kira,” I said. “The Heresy offers us the best chance to collect souls and pick up fat stacks for the work. We already went over this. We’re part of the rebellion now. Get used to it.”

This is a bad idea, Avatar. You’re letting your carnal desires cloud your thoughts. The more time you spend with this woman, the less time you want to spend with me. The less time you want to spend collecting souls. I’ve seen it over and over—

“Holy shit,” I said as I suddenly realized what Seymour’s real problem was. “You’re worried about how much time I spend with her instead of you? You’re jealous. I cannot believe this. You’re fucking jealous.”

I am not jealous. I do not experience such wasteful and ridiculous emotions. You are mine, Avatar, and nothing will ever change that. But, as your people are so fond of saying: bros before hoes.

“Is there something you’re not telling me?” I asked, passing the time by needling my murderous spaceship. “I thought you were only interested in my mad killing skills, but maybe there’s something else. Is it my ass? Are you hot for my ass?”

What a ridiculous thing to even ask. I have no such petty desires.

“Are you sure? Because that tentacle thing you do? Maybe you’re repressing your feelings,” I said with mock sincerity. “Don’t get me wrong, you’re cool and all, but I don’t think about you that way. I don’t even really see you as a friend. You’re more like the asshole boss riding my jock all day, every day.”

The burning oil smell of Seymour’s rage filled the Soulforge, and the pressure of his thoughts intensified. The AI may not have believed it had emotions, but I didn’t buy it for a second. There was a turmoil in Seymour even if he didn’t recognize. If he didn’t get a grip on it, there’s no telling what kind of shit we’d end up in. I needed to figure out how to use his emotions to my advantage before he lost his shit and killed me.

Enough. Mocking me serves no purpose.

“It makes me feel better,” I said. “And it stops you from dogging Kira for a few minutes. That’s a good enough excuse for me to keep right on fucking with you.”

I’m ignoring you until the supply ship arrives. I suggest you prepare yourself to depart at a moment’s notice.

“Fine,” I said, surprised to be getting the cold shoulder from my ship. Seymour didn’t usually give a shit about what I had to say, but something about Kira was really getting to him. “Be a big baby about it. Let me know when it’s time to do this thing.”

While I waited for my target to show up, I reviewed my weaponry. We couldn’t afford to alert the crew while they were being hijacked. If the supply ship’s crew got spooked, they might try to run away, or delay their arrival. That would cause the prison staff to ask all sorts of awkward questions about why the ship was late, which would make our lives much more difficult once we arrived.

We also needed to keep our violence on the quiet side once we hit Golarin Quarry because if we raised the alarm every guard in the place would come down on our heads, and maybe they would call the Dominion for reinforcements. The need for stealth meant all of my weapons were optimized for their subtlety first, and their damage second.

I’d kept the fancy harness I’d been issued by the Howling Legion because it was just too goddamn cool to ditch, but the pistol holster across my chest now held a sleek low-energy beam gun. It had enough juice to punch through most light or medium armor and still have enough power to drop the average goon, but only at close range. Any target more than fifteen feet away wouldn’t get much more than a bruise even if they were naked.

The holster on my left hip held a slightly more dangerous needler. The weapon’s magazine contained nine shells, with another in the chamber for a total of ten shots. Each of the shells contained a cluster of poisoned darts that Kira assured me could take down a Togar in a few seconds.

The needler fired the shells using a magnetic propulsion system, and the shells themselves peeled off in flight to unleash the darts. It made almost no sound and was supposedly accurate to around a hundred feet, but it was useless against armor. Even a heavy jacket would render the needles useless.

They didn’t have any assault rifles quiet enough for the task at hand, but Kira had given me a very unusual weapon to carry back there. The cylindrical device wasn’t much to look at, but she assured me it would do the job when its time came.

Of course, my blades were always ready to come out and play. I was completely confident I could rip the guts out of the supply ship’s skeleton crew of five Dominion agents, but I was much less confident that I could do it without setting off any alarms and before they could call for help.

Probe scan detected.

Three red highlights appeared on Seymour’s viewport. Pulsing red circles emanated from each dot and spread until they overlapped our position.

“What the fuck are those?” I asked.

Your woman didn’t have the whole story, it appears. There were a number of satellites dormant in the asteroid field. They were inactive until the supply ship arrived in system, but are not actively scanning for vessels or unusual energy signals.

I didn’t need Seymour to tell me what a giant pain in the ass this new development was. This whole phase of the plan revolved around Seymour shooting me over to the supply ship without attracting a bunch of attention. But the plan didn’t account for those fucking scanners showing up to make my life a living hell. As long as they were out there pinging away, a very important piece of my arsenal flew right out the window. It’d be the Gnawr ship all over again.

I took a deep breath and went over the plan again. Seymour was going to launch me toward the supply ship on an intercept vector. I’d be hidden as I passed through the asteroid field, just another piece of space junk minding its own business. Once I was behind the ship, I’d fire up my EVA jets and zip on over to it. Easy peasy, lemon squeezy.

But with the scanners out there, I couldn’t fire up the EVA boosters without attracting all kinds of unwanted attention. The satellites would spot me, they’d warn the supply ship of a hostile force in the area, and the crew would go crazy and do something stupid like try to attack me or run away.

And that would fuck our whole plan right in the ass.

“Damn,” I said with real irritation. “Why can’t I ever catch a break?”

Because you don’t listen to me. Because you turn down perfectly good alliances with stable employers, who could offer us many opportunities to harvest souls in favor of hooking up with violet-eyed harlots hiding in clusters of rocks. You make unwise choices, Avatar. It makes our life together very trying.

“Fuck off,” I said. “Any sign of our target?”

Incoming. Should be visible on the viewport in thirty seconds.

“This phase of our plan is totally fucked,” I said. “I have to call an audible here. Can you launch me on an intercept course with the supply ship that’s accurate enough I won’t have to use the EVA boosters?”

You wound me with your lack of confidence, Avatar. The target will have to slow its course dramatically to pass safely through this gap between the planets. While the asteroid field presents little danger to the slow-moving vessel, it would destroy one moving at full speed. I will have no trouble at all landing you right on the supply ship. Trust me.

“Asking me to trust you might be a little much,” I said. “I’m still a pretty sore about the whole kidnapping thing. Maybe if you’d just been nicer when we first met. Talked to me, you know? Maybe offered a movie, dinner. Sweeten the deal before you wrapped me up in your tentacles and sucked me down into the earth.”

I wasn’t looking for a date, Avatar.

“Neither was I,” I said, surprised at my own bitterness. It hadn’t been long since I’d been snatched off the farm, and the wound was still raw and fresh every time I thought about it. For a moment, I was caught up in memories of my grandparents. I was sure they were worried about me, and here I was on the other side of the universe trying to save a princess for a princess. It was all kinds of fucked up.

But here I was, and I was still a Marine. I had a mission to accomplish, and these people needed my help.

“Alright. Let’s do this. How long until—”

Now.

That was the only warning Seymour gave before he encased me in a cocoon of coils and sucked me outside. He wrapped me head to toe, and for a long moment, there was only blackness.

Then I was flying through space at an alarming pace. Small asteroids pinged off my armor and rang my helmet like a church bell. Larger asteroids threatened to snuff me out if I rammed into one, but so far, I’d been lucky. I tried to imagine how many calculations Seymour had to have done to launch me through the asteroid field on a collision course at the exact moment when no Jay-killing asteroids would be on the same path. The combination of luck and computing power was terrifying.

But not quite as terrifying as how close the big asteroids came to nailing me every few seconds.

“This sucks!” I shouted. “You couldn’t have picked a better path?”

This is the best path.

Seymour’s fastball special had been terrifying, but shockingly accurate. Unlike the Gnawr fiasco, his toss this time saw me gliding over my target at exactly the right relative speed. The ship was moving slightly faster than I was, but it was also a massive target. As it sailed along beneath my feet, I watched for the landmarks I’d memorized during the short training sessions Kira arranged before this mission. Together, we’d nailed the schematics of this supply ship into my head while I’d daydreamed about an entirely different kind of nailing.

“There you are,” I said as a large, cylindrical protrusion approached me. Even though I couldn’t use the EVA suit, this had all gone far more smoothly than I’d dared imagine possible.

My target, the supply ship’s environmental maintenance nacelle, bumped gently against my hands. It looked smooth from a distance, but up close it was covered with bumps and panels and stubby antenna arrays that provided all the handholds I could ever need. I grabbed hold of a sensor stub and a meter housing and made my way around to the rear of the nacelle.

“I’m in position,” I said. “We’re on to phase two.”

I’ve highlighted the correct access panel.

Five screws held the access panel securely closed. I pressed my fingertip against the first screw and rotated my hand to the left. The screw unthreaded itself from its socket, and I snatched it before it could float off into space.

“These automatic screws are fucking awesome,” I said. “We should grab a bunch of these and take them back to Earth. We’d be fucking rich.”

You’re already fucking rich, Avatar. And we cannot return to Earth. We’ve been over this.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I said and removed the rest of the screws. The panel popped loose and swung up on the hinges attached to the nacelle. I peered inside and found what I was searching for: Blue light that flashed inside the ionized filtration chamber like a miniature lightning storm.

I needed both hands for this next part, which meant I needed to be extra careful where I put my feet. I felt around with my toes until I found the support posts holding the nacelle off the supply ship’s hull. I shoved the toes of my boots into the few inches of clearance between the two parts of the ship. It took a few tries, but eventually, I had my feet stuffed into the gaps far enough they wouldn’t slip out. This wasn’t going to take long, but the way my luck ran I wasn’t taking any chances. If a stray asteroid knocked me in the head while I was doing this, and my feet weren’t wedged in tight, I’d end up sailing through space. And that would mean turning on the EVA boosters, which would show up on the probe scanners and bring my lovely scheme to a sudden and painful end.

Then we were back to the part where I get throat fucked by the whole Dominion. No thanks.

Satisfied I was secure, I reached over my shoulder and detached Kira’s secret weapon from the bracket. I held it firmly in my right hand and used the index finger on my left hand to open the filtration chamber’s access port.

The sparks of lightning inside the filtration chamber died immediately, and a trio of red lights flashed to life below the access panel.

“What the fuck is happening?” I asked as I struggled to worm the secret weapon into the filtration chamber through the access port. It was a snugger fit than I’d hoped, and I had to wrestle it around with one hand while holding on to the screws with the other hand, all while trying not to dislodge my feet. It was a pain in the ass, and it was really starting to piss me off.

You just disabled the vessel’s aft atmospheric filtration system, so I imagine it’s an alarm. If you can fit the weapon into the chamber in the next five seconds, we should be fine.

“And if I don’t?” I said, struggling to get the cylinder into position. It was stuck half in and half out and did not want to go any deeper.

Then we’re fucked.

A tension headache squeezed around my skull like the jaws of a vise. We were out of time for this bullshit. In another second an alarm would sound inside the ship and they’d call for help.

“Fucking go,” I grunted and shoved the tube as hard as I could manage. The thin tube finally slipped through the access port and settled in the filtration chamber.

I slapped port closed and prayed I hadn’t been too slow.

The red lights turned green, then flashed yellow, then went back to solid red.

“Why didn’t the lights stay green?” I asked. Panic’s clawed fingers crawled up my spine and wrapped themselves around the base of my skull as I watched the lights blink.

Probably because you tampered with it. Life support systems are critical pieces of equipment. If they aren’t kept in good working order, the crew could die.

The cylinder I’d inserted into the access port was visible inside the filtration chamber. Arcs of blue lightning flashed across its surface as the filtration system tried to remove the impurities in the chamber. The thin metal cracked and popped as ionic energy corroded it. A moment later a hole opened in the cylinder’s side, and a blue gas jetted out to fill the filtration chamber.

“The gas is in,” I said. I prayed I’d been fast enough. If the crew noticed the life support alarm, they’d probably send someone to check on it. They had no way of knowing I was sitting on top of their ship fucking with things. Maybe we weren’t terminally fucked. “Give me a countdown.”

Thirty seconds.

The gas was a powerful anesthetic. Kira’s people calculated the dose would circulate to the entire vessel within ten seconds. Ten seconds later, anyone with a pulse would be unconscious. Ten more seconds later, the volatile anesthetic gas would be inert.

I flipped the maintenance panel back into place, plucked a screw from my hand, and plugged it into its hole.

“How long until next contact?” I asked. The supply ship was in a dead spot when it was equidistant between Noren 1 and Noren 2, due to the high levels of electromagnetic interference, but the instant it moved out of this narrow sliver of space the prison would want an update. We needed to be on the ship and in place before that happened.

Three minutes, thirty seconds.

Shit. I didn’t have much time. I needed to wrap this up, which meant using both hands to put the screws in.

Everything went fine until I got to the last screw.

I was in such a hurry, its tip scraped off the maintenance panel and missed the hole entirely. The screw twisted out of my grip, and before I could catch it, the screw drifted away from me and disappeared into the depths of space and was gone forever.

Fuck it. It was one screw. No one was going to miss a missing fucking screw on a ship this size.

Or so I hoped.

“Show me the door,” I said. The clock was ticking, and if we didn’t reach the bridge in time to answer the prison’s call, we were fucked. “Now.”

Seymour obligingly lit up the emergency airlock on my HUD. It was just twenty feet ahead of me, only a few seconds away. I crawled down the side of the atmospheric control unit and grabbed the ship’s surface with both hands. I scrambled from one handhold to the next, digging my fingers into the seams between the supply ship’s armor plates, snatching thick sensor stalks, and clutching at anything that would keep me from floating off into space.

“Those probes still up and running?” I asked.

I don’t detect any active scans. They must conserve their batteries by only firing up ahead of the shuttle’s arrival.

“Then get your ass over here. We don’t have time to fuck around.”

The second I arrived at the emergency airlock I flipped open the lock panel on its face. There were thirteen round keys arranged in a circle. With no hesitation, I punched in the sequence Kira had given me.

“Five,” I whispered to myself and pressed the fifth key clockwise from the top. “Seven, nine, nine, eleven.”

I held my breath as the buttons lit up red, cycled through yellow, and then finally turned green.

“I’m in,” I said.

We are approaching the docking bay. Estimated time of arrival: one minute.

The airlock hatch swung up and out to reveal its dark interior. I crawled into the black tube, grabbed the handle on the inside of the airlock’s hatch, and pulled it closed behind me.

The instant the seal made contact with the ship, lights flickered on inside the airlock. The air pressure increased as it normalized with the interior of the vessel, and the artificial gravity dragged my boots to the floor. I held my breath for a moment, worried Kira’s calculations were wrong. If they were, I was about to knock myself the fuck out.

I took a single, hesitant sip of air.

Then another.

“It didn’t knock me out, so maybe this crazy plan did work,” I said. “Moving to Phase Three.”

Before I could change my mind, I slapped the panel next to the door, and it whooshed open to reveal the interior of the cargo deck. It was a massive open space with scattered cargo containers that barely filled a quarter of its space.

No one tried to kill me when I poked my head out of the airlock. I was off to an excellent start.

There was no time to congratulate myself, though, I needed to get Seymour aboard so we could finish Phase Three and get on with the rest of the mission.

The memory of the supply ship’s layout ran through my thoughts. Kira had drilled it into my skull during our training sessions in the two days between hiring me and kicking off this little mission. She’d annoyed the fuck out of me at the time, but those virtual reality sessions and her incessant harping on the importance of understanding the Dominion’s architectural and design theories stood me in good stead now that we were underway.

I owed her a very, very special thank you when this was all said and done. Or maybe she would owe me one when I saved her sister.

It didn’t take me long to sprint through the mostly empty cargo hold, but every passing second felt like an hour. We were cutting this too close, and if anything went wrong, the Dominion would know we were coming before we reached the prison. The next few minutes were absolutely critical to the success of this mission.

“Okay,” I said when I reached the control panel near the aft of the cargo vessel. “I’m in the docking bay.”

The supply ship reminded me very much of the Gnawr vessel. There was a small cockpit and quarters module at the front of the vessel, but the rest of it was open cargo space waiting to be filled with stacks of crates. Unlike the Gnawr, though, the Dominion equipped their cargo ships with small docking bays. The bays normally carried a fighter escort, just in case things got shitty, but the Dominion didn’t allow any extra ships during prison runs. The last thing they wanted was for a prisoner to get into the supply ship somehow and steal himself a fighter for a getaway ship.

Kira’s people had trained me on how to operate the docking bay controls, but it was still a nerve-racking process. None of the buttons made any sense to me, and even though Seymour did his best to highlight each button as I needed it, I still felt nervous as fuck every time I pressed one of the glowing squares. All it would take was one wrong key press to open the bulkhead doors and send me shooting out into space with the supply ship’s atmosphere.

“Force screen up,” I said. “Atmospheric containment active.”

That would keep all the air from hightailing it into space the second I opened the blast doors. I waited for a moment to make sure the screens were at full strength before I moved on to the next step.

“Deactivating defense systems,” I said.

The Dominion was anal about protecting its ships ever since the Heresy popped up and started hijacking them on the regular. In addition to the heavily armed crew, this ship carried a dozen automated turrets at each bulkhead. If they weren’t deactivated, anyone or anything approaching the docking bay from the outside would get blown the fuck up.

Which left the final step. If I’d fucked anything up, we’d know about it very soon.

“Opening blast doors,” I said and punched the button.

For a moment, nothing happened.

And then the blast doors rumbled open and revealed the blue glow of the force screen. I waited for the automated turrets to pop out of their housings and start firing as Seymour approached, but nothing bad happened.

Holy shit, I’d done it.

“Firing up the earpiece,” I said, warning Seymour that anything I said from this point forward could be picked up by our passengers. My helmet peeled away from my head and I tapped the earbud with my index finger. “Welcome aboard, fellow pirates.”

Seymour appeared through the blue glow of the force screen. Static electricity crackled across his hull and the stink of ozone filled the air. Rivulets of dust from pulverized asteroids trickled from the nooks and crannies of his armor as he entered the supply ship’s artificial atmosphere and gravity. His landing gear unfolded with a rasping hiss, and still more asteroid dust trickled out to form gray piles on the cargo bay’s deck.

“All clear?” Kira asked. Her voice was tight with worry. On the one hand, I felt a twinge of guilt for making her concerned. On the other, I was all warm and fuzzy inside knowing she gave a shit about whether I lived or died. “You were radio silent for an awfully long time.”

“I’m fine,” I said. “Breaking open a supply ship for you.”

Seymour’s side opened, and a debarkation ramp of coiled tentacles unfolded. As soon as the ramp touched the floor of the supply ship’s hold, Kira and four of her trusted agents scrambled down to meet me. They carried no weapons and wore no armor, but Kira’s skin tight muscle shirt and short shorts were doing terrible things to my imagination.

This small crew of five would be replacing the Dominion agents I’d knocked out, which meant they needed to travel light. They’d be wearing Dominion uniforms and carrying Dominion weapons.

I raised one eyebrow appreciatively is Kira approached me and shot her a wicked grin.

“Nice uniform,” I said.

“You know it,” she said and bumped her hip against mine as she passed me on her way to her station. “No time to chat, I gotta get—”

A crackling bolt of raw energy ripped through the air and smacked off Seymour’s shields with a sizzling pop that reminded me of a shaken beer blowing its top. Sparks flew in every direction, and Kira’s guards scrambled away from one another before they could get caught in a gagglefuck.

Before Kira could react, I scooped her up in one arm and lunged toward Seymour’s nose. I dropped to my knees and lifted her off the ground, sliding across the deck and under Seymour. We weren’t completely concealed from whatever had just attacked us, but it was as good as it was going to get for the moment.

“Grab some cover!” I shouted. “Let me see what we’re up against.”

It didn’t breach my shields with its shot, but you need to kill the drone before it gets lucky. You know what happened the last time you allowed me to suffer damage.

With a grunt, I bolted away from Seymour and sprinted for cover behind a stack of metal boxes on the starboard side of the cargo deck. As I ran, I glanced at our attacker and ground my teeth in frustration at what I saw.

The thing stood almost ten feet tall. Half of its height was taken up by the heavy magnetic treads carrying it across the deck toward me. Its torso was a thick cylinder layered with heavy armored plates. Its arms had so many joints they were almost tentacles, and both were tipped with massive three-fingered hands. Each of the hands was almost three-feet across and looked like it could easily pick me up and crush me like an empty juice box. Even worse, the mechanized terror carried a turret mounted on each of its shoulders. One of weapons glowed a bright blue color that identified it as some sort of energy beam weapon while the other had a massive chain of shells feeding into its top.

“Combat drone,” I said. “Look like a heavy-duty motherfucker, treads, a pair of turrets, and enough armor to stop a howitzer. Stay put until I figure out how to deal with this thing.”

I poked my head out of cover for a moment, and the drone responded instantly. The turret on its left shoulder rattled out a staccato rhythm and sent a dozen bullets winging my way. The shells trashed the container I was hiding behind and would have pegged me if I didn’t boogie the fuck out of there the instant it started shooting.

The bullets that missed the boxes flattened against the hull like massive lead mushrooms. While the soft metal and relatively low velocity wouldn’t damage the ship’s hull, they were big and fast enough to fuck me right up if I let my guard down.

“This thing doesn’t have to kill us to ruin everything,” Kira worried. “We have two minutes until we have to respond to the prison’s contact. If I’m not there to answer their message, we’re dead. And so is my sister.”

“Goddamnit,” I snarled. There was no way I’d be able to down the drone in so little time, and Kira’s people were no use in a fight without weapons. The only way for them to get where they needed to be in time was if I created a distraction to clear their path.

“I guess I’m your rodeo clown today. I’ll get its attention. The second it comes after me, the rest of you have to sprint to the cockpit. Whatever you do, don’t let it see you or this whole plan is fucked.”

You’re going to get yourself killed, aren’t you? After all my hard work, you’re going to sacrifice yourself to help the floozy complete her mission.

“Going silent for a minute,” I said. I tapped the earbud and threw my helmet back on. “Seymour, be a fucking pal and give me a hand killing this walking vibrator of doom.”

I threw myself out of cover and sprinted along a serpentine path that carried me around a stack of cargo containers. The drone spun to track me as I ducked behind shipping crates, slid along the deck on my knees, and then popped up again to vault over a tie-down holding a massive shipping container in place. The heavy shells it fired missed me by inches and blasted the smaller containers to plastic shards, but the metal shipping container stopped the shells cold.

The instant I cleared the tie-down and was completely hidden behind the larger metal container, I stopped moving and flattened myself against the supply ship’s hull.

I’m not sure how I’m supposed to help you kill this, my weapons are too powerful to use inside this vessel. If I miss, I’ll blow a hole right through the side of the ship.

“How about you don’t miss, Mr. All Powerful Super-smart AI Killing Machine?”

Maintain your position. I don’t believe it knows where you are. You may be able to surprise it. Or you won’t and it will kill you, but this might be a good time to use your new ability.

I held my breath and tried to remain as silent as possible. The drone’s treads rumbled across the supply vessel’s cargo deck like a typist’s fingernails clattering on a keyboard. It was smart enough to investigate my disappearance, but didn’t have the brainpower to realize it was heading straight into a trap.

When the drone was a second away from rounding the cargo container, I triggered my camouflage ability. The eerie crawling sensation rippled over my body, and a quick glance down told me I’d vanished from sight. It was time to see how clever this drone was.

It rumbled past me and swiveled slightly from side to side as it searched for the intruder aboard its ship. I’d burned five seconds of camouflage but waited just a few seconds more to get a clear shot at the drone’s back.

Then I darted out of hiding and jumped onto the fender above the treads on its right side with my soul blades drawn.

“Sneak attack, mother fucker,” I snarled as I grabbed onto a thick conduit bulging from the drone’s shoulder. I dragged myself up higher, dug my toes into the joints of the armor at the base of its torso, and drove my soul blades into a juicy gap above its right shoulder.

The twin blades plunged into the nest of electronics and mechanical actuators, shredding control systems and sending up a geyser of sparks and smoke so dense I was blinded for a moment. The smell of burning plastic and melting rubber clawed at my nostrils, and I coughed and hacked as I tried to catch a breath. Despite the damage I’d caused, the drone was far from out of the fight. It was time for some backup.

“Limber up your tentacles,” I choked as I wrenched my claws free. My movement caused sparking wires to unspool from the killer robot’s damaged shoulder, and they vomited down the drone’s back in twitching braids. “We’re headed your way, and I need your help.”

I thought you’d never ask.

“Follow the leader, asshole,” I growled, and dodged the creature’s groping left hand. Its three fingers were segmented like a centipede, and they twitched closed in a desperate attempt to grab me. One of its fingers glanced off my armor, and I let go of the conduit so I could swivel to the right and avoid being caught in its vice-like grip. It swung its damaged arm at me like a club, and I jumped away from its body to give myself a head start. For this plan to work, I needed to stay just ahead of the bad boy.

The drone instantly rotated to face me. A sapphire blast from its beam weapon narrowly missed me as I rolled backward and kicked up onto my feet. The automatic rifle on its damaged shoulder tracked me as I dodged, and it opened fire the instant I stood up.

For a heart-stopping moment, I was sure I’d miscalculated and was going to die. But the damage I’d done wrecked the turret’s accuracy. Instead of turning my chest into a meaty splatter, the autocannon’s shells pounded a ragged line along the hull to my right. The ammunition slammed into the metal surface with a sound like the world’s fastest timpani player and flattened into a row of lead pancakes.

“Coming your way!” I yelled and circled around the metal shipping container to head for Seymour.

The drone followed me, sending blast after blast from its blue beam weapon at me as I dodged and weaved. Cargo containers shattered behind me and spilled their contents across the deck to be crushed under the drone’s heavy treads. The autocannon kept up its death rattle, but the damaged turret’s aim was so far off half of the bullets splattered against the ceiling.

I’m still not sure what you want me to do. I told you I can’t fire my weapons.

“Think of something,” I growled, “because we’re coming your way right this motherfucking second.”

The drone’s heavy treads rumbled along the deck, so close to me now I could feel the magnetic field generated by its treads like a hand brushing the hairs on the back of my neck.

The automatic weapon fired again, and this time the bullets flew a few inches away from my ear. Lumps of lead bloomed from the deck to my left, close enough that my toe slammed into the last splattered bullet from the salvo.

My warrior’s instinct kicked in, and I threw myself to the ground a half second before a blue beam sizzled off the container behind me.

I rolled onto my feet and threw myself into a serpentine dodging pattern, praying the weaving course would thwart the drone’s targeting computer. Seymour was less than twenty feet away, but I was closing the distance fast.

“I hope you plan on doing something,” I gasped as I neared the ship.

A blast from the drone’s beam weapon zipped past my head, and I could taste lightning between my teeth. The automatic weapon kept firing, spraying and praying I’d zig when I should’ve zagged and stumble into its bullets streaming from its muzzle.

“Incoming,” I shouted, and sprinted straight toward Seymour.

The beam weapon fired again, and the bolt sizzled off Seymour’s shield.

“It’s time for your homerun swing,” I said. “I’m going to give you a clean shot at its back.”

Target acquired, Avatar.

“As soon as it turns around,” I shouted as I dove and slid beneath Seymour, “smash its fucking head off.”

I skidded to a stop behind Seymour’s rear landing gear and triggered my camouflage ability. There were only a handful of seconds still available to me, but I hoped I wouldn’t need many of those.

The drone rounded Seymour and then paused when it didn’t see me. The machine had a clean line of sight to me until I triggered my camouflage and vanished like the world’s greatest ninja, but now it rotated in place looking for its vanquished foe. When it turned its back to Seymour, the AI made his move.

A tentacle as big around as my thigh burst silently from Seymour’s body. The killer AI snapped the tentacle like a whip of truly horrifying proportions, and it arced toward the drone’s bulbous head with a thunderous crack.

The drone heard the attack coming far too late to do anything about it. The tentacle whip’s impact sounded like a semi ramming into a hardware store, and the attack did about as much damage.

Seymour not only ripped off killer security bot’s head and sent it slamming across the cargo bay to hammer into the vessel’s hull, but the whip mutilated the drone’s torso. The drone’s beam weapon burst from its mount on a geyser of sparks and tumbled across the floor before coming to rest against the cargo container while the drone’s left arm flew free of its body and disappeared behind a cluster of crates.

Oh, look. I played with it too hard. It’s broken.

“Good work,” I said. “Does it make you feel weird killing one of your cousins?”

The drone rotated slowly in place, sparks sputtering from the stump of its neck while oil leaked from its severed arm.

Don’t be an asshole, Avatar.

The drone unleashed a warbling whine and then stopped moving entirely. Hopefully, there weren’t any more of these fucking things on board, but if there were, Kira and her team were going to have some serious problems

“How’s it going up there?” I asked after I shed my helmet and tapped the earbud again.

“You’d know if you’d stop turning off your comms,” Kira sighed. “What if something went wrong? What if we needed your help?”

I rolled my eyes and waited for Seymour’s snarky comment, and he didn’t disappoint.

Oh, Jay, what if I needed you? What if I distracted you while you were busy fighting for your life against a combat drone and got you killed because I couldn’t handle the simplest task on my own?

“Things got a little hairy back here,” I said. “But you’ll be happy to know the evil robot is dead. Did you contact the prison?”

Kira harrumphed in anger, but even that was painfully adorable.

“Are you alright? We have some medical supplies if you need them,” Kira said.

I looked around the cargo deck at the mounded lumps of spent ammunition, the shattered crates, the spilled cargo, and the oil sprayed from the dead robot.

“I’m fine, but we’re going to need a cleanup on aisle six,” I said. And then, because I wasn’t sure she’d get the joke, I added “I made a big fucking mess back here. I’ll need some hands to help me put this fucking mess back in order.”

There was silence for a moment, and then Kira’s voice sounded in my ear.

“I’m sending some resources your way,” she said. “They’ll help you clean up and get everything in order before we reach the prison. We’ve got a few hours to get the deck ready to pass a Dominion inspection. Get to work.”

“Great,” I muttered. “Now I’m the maid.”

Now you know the pain of my life, Avatar. These past few days cleaning up after you have been a nightmare.

With the comms open, I couldn’t respond to Seymour, which was probably for the best. I just ignored him and went to work. When they Heresy agents arrived, I was tossing broken pieces of crate through the force screen and directed them to do the same.

It took us a couple of hours to get through most of the clean-up, but we still had a lot of hard work ahead of us..

When I’d laid out my ingenious little scheme for Kira, she’d pointed out a critical piece of the puzzle I’d been missing.

There was a chance my shenanigans in the prison would raise an alarm. If that happened, there was no way we’d be able to use the supply ship to escape. Its armor was more for show than go, it carried no weapons of any use in a dogfight, and was basically a piece of shit. It wouldn’t outrun a constipated snail in the hundred-yard dash even with a fifty-yard head start. That’s why we’d brought Seymour aboard. We could sneak him into the prison inside the supply ship, and then he could jump out like a jack-in-the-box and scare the shit out of the Dominion jerkoffs when it was time to run away.

The problem there was, the prison guards would be unloading supplies from our vessel as soon as we touched down. If they saw Seymour, they were going to freak right the fuck out.

To avoid setting off any alarms before we made a break for it, we needed to hide Seymour.

Fortunately, not all the supplies in the cargo bay were meant for Golarin Quarry. Kira’s informant told us this was perfectly normal because the supply ships always made another stop after the prison and before they returned to their home stations. This meant we could doctor the shipping manifests and hide a few things inside cargo crates and the Dominion’s prison guards would never notice.

But we still had to build ourselves a very, very large cargo crate.

“Alright, kids,” I said, to the Heresy agents. They’d dressed in the uniforms they’d stolen from the Dominion flight crew and used face-changing masks to alter their appearances. It was trippy as hell.

The guy on the left, a beefy alien with so many muscles even his eyebrows looked like they pumped iron for two hours a day, watched me with his arms crossed. His partner, a tall and wiry woman with skin the color of a ripe strawberry, seemed less skeptical of me and listened with her hands shoved into the pockets of her uniform.

“This next part is going to take some time, and a lot of elbow grease,” I warned them. “Do either of you know how to use construction equipment?”

“I can run a magnetic annealer,” the female agent said. “Used to work in the shipyards outside of Garius Prime before I signed on with the princess.”

“Okay, good,” I said. I pointed a finger at the big guy and gave him his marching orders. “Kira says all of these containers can be broken down into separate panels. Check the manifest, find a crowbar, and break down some containers that aren’t going to the prison. Bring your buddy the panels so she can weld us a big ass crate.”

“What do I do with what’s inside the containers?” the muscleman asked.

“I don’t give a shit. Eat it. Fuck it. Whatever,” I said dismissively. “Or chuck it through the force screen. Do whatever floats your boat, but do it quick. We’ve only got a few hours to wrap this up.”

“And you want me to build a crate around your ship?” the red-skinned agent asked. “I don’t have a scaffolding or a lift. How the hell am I supposed to build anything big without those?”

“Trust me, my ship’s full of surprises,” I said with a smile. “It’ll help you out when you need it to. Just be verbal, and your life will be a lot easier. And don’t piss it off, whatever you do.”

I’ll play nice. For now. But I hunger, Avatar. If I don’t have more souls, soon, who knows what might happen.

I rolled my eyes and pulled my helmet back on.

“What are you going to do?” the muscleman asked.

“I need to find something,” I said.

Then I left the grunts behind and went looking for a coffin.
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Chapter 15

It took me an hour of examining the supply ship’s manifest and pawing through the undamaged crates before I found what I needed. My prize was all the way up at the front of the front of the ship near the cockpit. It was packed in with a rack of IV bags and three boxes of microsyringes, but I didn’t need any of that shit. I popped the lid off the main storage container, hauled out the box Kira had promised me was on the ship and dragged my prize across the cargo deck to a spot near Seymour.

The strawberry-faced alien and her bulky comrade were in the process of shoving the decapitated drone through the force screen when I arrived. The dead robot was still twitching from time to time, and every movement sent a spurt of oil and a gout of black electrical smoke into the air. The cargo deck smelled like the inside of a quick lube shop, and my two allies were covered in grease like a typical Earth mechanic.

“What the hell is that?” the muscleman asked when I arrived with my box. “We’ve been putting crates away, not dragging them out. We don’t need any more shit out of position. If it doesn’t match the manifest, the guards at the prison are going to freak the fuck out.”

“We need this one,” I said. “It’s my coffin.”

“I know Azra wanted to kill you,” the strawberry-faced alien said with a grin, “but I thought Kira talked her off that ledge. Why the hell do you need a coffin?”

Rather than try to explain myself, I rotated the box so the Heresy agents could see the very special bright red label plastered across its face. Their eyes bulged when they read it, and their mouths dropped open with surprise.

“Are you crazy?” The man asked. He glanced at the crate as if afraid looking too hard at its label might hurt him. “Put it away before someone ends up dead.”

With a grin hidden by my helmet, I tapped the release catch on the crate’s front. The lid slowly opened with a pneumatic hiss, spilling a caustic green glow from its interior.

“Close the fucking crate,” the strawberry-faced agent shouted, reaching for the pistol holstered on her thigh, “or we’re going to find out whether your armor can take a shot.”

I laughed and closed the lid with the palm of one hand. Another pneumatic hiss, and it was locked up tight.

“Don’t panic,” I said, still laughing. “But thanks for confirming my plan’s a good one. No one wants to open a box filled with biohazardous material. There’s nothing in this one. Unclench your sphincters before you strain something.”

“Good luck,” the strawberry-faced woman said. “For the record, I think you’re nuts.”

She might have been right, but I didn’t have time to worry about how crazy I was or was not.

My plan was simple, and that’s the way I liked it. When we got closer to Golarin Quarry, I was going to hole up in the biohazard crate. No one would open it, and the crate’s shielding would prevent even the most determined of scanners from finding me. After the prison crew unloaded their supplies, I’d sneak out to rescue Myrin, and then we’d all escape and live happily ever after.

The Heresy agents had turned their attention back to shoving the drone through the ship’s force screen, but they were making no progress.

“Why don’t you two go find some cleaning supplies?” I told them. “I’ll take care of this thing.”

“You’re going to move this drone by yourself?” she asked, clearly skeptical. I could see she and the muscleman had busted their asses to get it even part of the way across the deck.

“Despite my delicate physique, I’m pretty fucking strong,” I said. “Go on, this place has to be spick-and-span before we reach the prison. If it’s a mess, those Dominion fucks will start searching everything and asking all the wrong questions.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” the big alien said and stepped around the oil stain to go find a mop. “Don’t strain anything shoving that thing around.”

He bumped his fist against my shoulder as he passed me, and I returned the favor. He wasn’t a bad guy, just big and dumb and ready to follow orders. I’d seen plenty of those kinds of guys in my life, and they usually turned out alright. I wondered if he’d come through this learning experience in one piece.

His partner in crime threw her hand in the air as she followed after him, and I slapped my palm against hers.

“Good luck,” she said. “I really hope this works out the way you’ve planned.”

“Me, too,” I said. “Because if it doesn’t, we’re going to have to kill a lot of bad guys.”

She laughed, and I watched her and her partner head across the deck. After they ducked into the supply closet on the far side of the cargo bay, I lowered my voice.

“Seymour,” I said. “Shove this fucking robot out of here.”

I see you expect me to clean up your mess again. Sigh.

“That’s the story,” I said. “You did a good job killing it, but maybe next time you can knock the bad guys into space and save us the hassle of cleaning up.”

A tentacle swept away from Seymour’s hull and pressed hard against the drone’s back. The disabled killbot’s treads squealed across the floor for a moment, and then it vanished through the force screen. Someday, someone was going to find busted-up drone floating through space and have a hell of a time figuring out its story.

See how easy that was? You should remember how very powerful I am. Were I to ever to turn my immense resources to something other than cleaning up after you, there is no telling how dangerous I could be.

“Are you threatening me?” I asked. “Because threats are not nice, Seymour.”

I would never kill you, Avatar. I wanted to point out how well we worked together. If some of those souls you were spending were used to augment me, we would both benefit.

“I’ll make you a deal,” I said. “You start treating me like an equal, and I’ll stop worrying about how you’re trying to fuck me over at every turn. It’s a win-win.”

I see your point. I will consider treating you more equitably in the future.

I shook my head and popped the lid off my coffin. It was going to be a tight fit, but I’d live. I wouldn’t have to be inside for more than an hour or so. I could handle it.

You won’t have any oxygen when you’re inside the crate. It’s airtight.

“Already way ahead of you,” I said and glanced around to make sure no one was listening in on my conversation with Seymour. “I’ve got a canister of compressed O2 that’ll take care of all my breathing needs. Should be good for at least two hours, maybe longer. According to Kira, I won’t need more than one, since no one’s going to be on the ship after they inspect the cargo and unload the supply crates.

And what if it takes longer than you expect?

“I guess a bunch of motherfuckers will die,” I said, with a shrug. “No plan survives contact with the enemy. I’m surprised you give a shit. If the plan goes sideways, I’ll have to kill more people, and you’ll get more souls.”

Unless it goes very poorly and you die. Then I get nothing.

“I don’t know what you expect me to do,” I said. “This is a dangerous business. Sometimes people get hurt. Sometimes they die. Not much we can do to change that.”

Perhaps you should consider cutting your losses if things go too poorly. Promise me you’ll return to me if it looks too dangerous to continue. We can escape the prison even if we have to leave the harlot’s sister behind.

“Give it up,” I said. “I don’t quit just because the shit gets deep. I’m in this until it’s over, one way or another.”

I was afraid you would say that. Let me know if you come to your senses and change your mind.

“Same,” I said with a snort and went looking for the Heresy agents on clean-up duty.

The next two hours evaporated in a flurry of cleaning, straightening, and fucking around with the supply ship’s manifest. I’d destroyed a significant amount of cargo fighting the drone, which meant the prisoners weren’t going to be getting quite as many nutribars as they expected. I predicted some hungry nights ahead for the Dominion’s inmates.

The guards wouldn’t be thrilled, either. I’d managed to break a crate filled with half of their usual allotment of dried jorka meat. I’d nibbled on some of the stuff during our cleanup, and decided I’d be a little irked if I got cheated out of my share, too. It had a rich, almost nutty flavor and melted in your mouth despite its jerky-like consistency. The salty strips reminded me of a dry-aged ribeye I’d devoured the night before I’d shipped off for the Marines.

I swallowed a knot in my throat as that memory surfaced. Everything I’d lost came back at me in a rush: the smell of my grandfather’s aftershave, lazy Sundays lying in front of the wood-burning stove in the family room, reading comic books and drinking cocoa while snow fell on a Christmas Eve when I was eight.

It was all gone and admitting I might never get any of it back hurt worse than any injury I’d ever suffered.

After we finished the cleanup, we still had most of an hour to kill before we arrived at the prison. I’d climbed up onto the catwalk above the cargo deck and sat there watching space flicker past through the force screen.

“There you are,” Kira said as she climbed up the ladder to the catwalk. She came over and sat down next to me, close enough our shoulders were almost touching. “Almost ready for the big show?”

“Yeah,” I said, taking a deep breath of her scent. She’d scrubbed the scent of wildflowers out of her skin to fit in with her new role as a Dominion crew captain, but somehow she still smelled familiar. Clean and fresh, full of energy and hope. “How do you like your new face?”

“It’s weird,” Kira said, laughing as she ran her fingers over the face-changing mask. The gear completely hid her face and eyes, transforming her from a violet-eyed beauty to a middle-aged battle-axe with ice-blue eyes and more frown lines than I could count. Her skin was almost as pale as her eyes, with a faint green hue that reminded me of grass stains on faded blue jeans. “The voice analyzer’s still working getting everything settled in, but it should be ready by the time we touch down.”

“How’ve you been handling contact with Golarin Quarry if you haven’t changed your voice?” I asked.

“Biometrics,” she said. “That’s why we had the guards knocked out instead of killed. We have the captain tied up in the cockpit and push his hand against the reader whenever the prison reaches out. His fingerprints send a coded message back saying they’re all right. I’m guessing this trick will never work again, though.”

“Good guess,” I said with a laugh. “Let’s hope this pays off.”

“Let’s,” Kira said and patted my thigh. She put her hand back in her lap, then, and looked out at the stars. “Thank you, for all of this.”

“You paid for it,” I said, struggling to keep my voice flat. Those weren’t the words I wanted to say, but they were the ones I needed to say. Until this was over, and I could figure out where I really stood with her, I didn’t want Kira to read too much into my rescuing her sister. It was better for both of us if we kept it professional. Even though I wanted more. Much more.

“That’s right,” Kira said, staring at the stars. “I’d do anything for my sister. I’d pay anything to get her back.”

“I get it,” I said. “I want to get her back for you too.”

“Is there something wrong?” she asked as she glanced over at me. “You seem different.”

“Different?” I asked.

“Nicer,” she said as she smirked at me. “Less of an asshole. I like it.”

“A lot’s happened in the last few days,” I said. “I’ve lost things, found things, killed things. I just want to be sure I’m doing all this shit for the right reasons.”

Kira nudged me, bumping her shoulder into mine. She leaned forward, rested her cheek against the railing facing me, and blew out a frustrated sigh.

“You don’t think I’m one of the good guys anymore?” she asked, throwing me a pout that looked ridiculous on the aged face she wore. “Do you regret leaving your cushy job with the Dominion to help out the scrappy Heresy scum?”

“That’s not what I meant, at all,” I said, making sure she understood at least part of the turmoil bubbling up inside me. “I know what you’re doing is right for you and your people. And I know what the Dominion is doing is not right for fucking anyone. They’re a bunch of greedy fuckers who want to control everyone and everything. Killing their lackeys doesn’t bug me and getting paid for it feels kinda awesome.”

“Then what’s the problem?” Kira asked.

“I don’t know if sticking my nose into this fight is the right move for me,” I said. “I have responsibilities back home. If I can even get home.”

“A little late now,” she said, throwing a quiet laugh in at the end to make sure I knew she wasn’t serious. She bumped her shoulder into mine, again, and I wondered if that was how her people showed affection. “It’s all right, you don’t have to explain. Rebellion isn’t for everyone. Going up against the Dominion burns a lot of bridges. They have long arms, and lots of knives pointed at your back if you fuck up. When we finish here, we can talk about what comes after. I’m not holding your feet to the fire. I don’t want you to feel pressured to stay on if you don’t want to. I’ll even help you get home if I can. If you do decide to throw in with us, though, I think there’s always going to be a place for you.”

I returned the shoulder bump and said nothing for long moments. Then, I took a deep breath and let the words bubble up out of me.

“I’m not afraid of the evil empire,” I said and plowed on before I could chicken out. “I’m not afraid of the fight, or of losing. Shit, I’m not even afraid of dying. But I’m afraid I care too much about this war. Or the people in this war.”

Kira had no response to my sudden outpouring. She reached out and wrapped her delicate fingers around my armored hand. We sat together for minutes, shoulder to shoulder, watching stars and streaking asteroids fly past the ship’s force screens.

“I don’t even know your name,” she said, with a faint chuckle. “But this feels right. Fighting alongside you, I finally feel like we’re doing something real. We’re making progress. Changing things. Maybe that’s enough.”

“Maybe,” I said. But in my heart, I knew it wasn’t true. Kira wasn’t the only one wearing a mask. This was no way for us to build trust, no way to build anything. “My name’s Jay, by the way. Jay Lucas.”

“Jay Lucas.” She seemed to roll my name around in her mouth as if it was a piece of expensive chocolate. “I like it. It is a pleasure to work with you, Jay Lucas.”

“Yeah,” I said as I nodded to her. “Maybe, when this is all over, we can, I don’t know. Get a drink. Have dinner. Go on a date.”

“I would like that,” she said as she pulled herself up on the catwalk’s railing, and brushed her hands down the sleek gray legs of her Dominion uniform. She offered me her hand, and I took it and pulled myself up. “But it depends on whether we get out of here in one piece.”

A tinny alarm sounded from Kira’s wrist, and she glanced down at the watch wrapped around it. “Shit, I have to run. The prison will be contacting us with the final approach vectors. Oh, if Myrin gives you any trouble, tell her Mr. Lips misses her. She’ll know what it means.”

I bowed and made a sweeping gesture with my arm toward the door at the end of the catwalk.

“Don’t let me delay your rendezvous,” I said. “Good luck. My comms are on mute until I’m on my way out. Don’t want to tip off the bad guys by getting all chatty.”

Kira gave my hand another quick squeeze and left me alone. She didn’t say goodbye, and for some reason that made me feel better.

Fifteen minutes until final approach. Prepare yourself.

“Yeah, I know,” I said. I’d been putting off climbing into the box because it was going to be uncomfortable to fold myself up like a damned pretzel, and I didn’t want to extend my cramped stay any longer than absolutely necessary. “I guess there’s no putting this off any longer.”

My boots clanged like hammer strikes as I clambered down the metal ladder and headed across the cargo deck to Seymour. There was something ominous about the sound as if I were ringing in some dark ritual that would change the world forever.

“Jesus, I’m morbid today,” I muttered.

It suits you. The brooding antihero is an aesthetic you should cultivate.

“Why?” I asked as I headed to my little coffin. “Because chicks dig it?”

Have I ever cared about your sex drive, Avatar?

“It was a joke,” I muttered as I stopped in front of my coffin.

I understand, but I’m worried about you separating from me.

“Yeah, I get it. You need me to kill for you.”

Yes, and we have five minutes remaining until final approach.

“Thanks for the heads-up,” I said as I grabbed my bottle of oxygen off the floor near Seymour’s landing gear and climbed into the coffin. It was a tight fit, but doable. I folded my knees up, sat my ass flat on the deck, and pressed my back against the box’s wall. It wasn’t the most comfortable position I’d ever been in, but it could have been a lot worse.

“Can you to shut this thing when the time comes?” I asked Seymour.

Of course. Are you going to develop claustrophobia and start crying when I do?

“God, you’re an asshole,” I shot back. “When we get done here, we need to—”

“Final approach,” Kira’s voice said through my earbud. “All agents report to your duty stations. The clock starts now.”

Seymour sealed me into the box, and I popped the cap on the O2 bottle.

Thirty minutes passed so fast I was only aware of the time change because the clock in my HUD told me just how long I’d been in the dark. For the first time since Seymour had snatched me, I felt at peace. Despite the battles I knew were coming, despite all the pain and death I was about to unleash, I knew I was right where I was supposed to be.

Did I feel this way because I was alone in the darkness? Or did I feel this way because this was the calm before the storm, and the killing would start soon?

Maybe I was Seymour’s perfect partner.

We’ve landed. We’re inside the prison.

I couldn’t hear anything through the insulated box, but a few moments later I felt a rumbling through the soles of my feet and my ass. Heavy equipment had arrived aboard the ship which meant the crew was unloading the supplies.

Kira is talking to the captain of the guard. There is some dispute about what is being delivered. If you want me to kill him, open your box, and I will begin the slaughter.

As tempting as it was to skip the sneaking around and go straight to the ultraviolence part of this mission, I held my ground. There was no point in going berserk yet. Kira would talk us out of this mess and get the guards off the ship. Then she’d stay aboard with the rest of her agents until it was time to bug the fuck out.

The minutes ticked by and my muscles began to ache from being cooped up in the same position for so long. I tried to adjust my legs, but there was nowhere for them or my arms to go. I could move my head a little but didn’t want to risk making some noise that could be heard from outside the box. I wanted to ask Seymour what the fuck was going on, but I didn’t because if I spoke someone might hear me and start asking questions.

All the evil thoughts started crawling out of the dark closet at the back of my mind, whispering doubts to me. I’d fucked up. The Dominion was onto us, and my plan was a bust. While I hid inside the box, Kira and her team were being captured by dickheads. Now the bad guys had both of the Heresy’s best and brightest. They were so fucked, and it was all because of my smartass plan.

The last of the cargo is being offloaded. Estimated time until clear is ten minutes.

Okay, I thought back, and the pain skewered my brain like a gigging pole through a fat frog’s belly. Thinking at Seymour always hurt, but this time it was much worse than usual. My eyes watered and my teeth clicked together before I could get out the rest of the sentence.

Do not try to reach me, Avatar. You lack the strength to penetrate the shielding surrounding you. I’d hate for you to sprain your puny monkey brain. I will contact you when you’re clear to leave your hiding spot.

Being so helpless, so dependent on someone else, especially when that someone else was a murderous AI who’d kidnapped me and dragged me across the universe, wasn’t easy. I counted backward from a hundred, then started over and counted back from five hundred to keep my thoughts from running away with me. In the dark, with no sound, no contact of any kind with the outside world, everything was far too vivid. The shit I’d seen and done in Afghanistan, Rachel’s minty breath, my grandfather warning me I couldn’t punch my way through every problem that crossed my path…

Go. Now.

The aliens who’d built my box had the uncommonly good sense to put an emergency latch on the interior, just in case some lobster-clawed rugrat got locked inside while playing hide-and-seek or whatever the fuck space brats played with their pals when they should have been doing their homework. I tapped the release, and the box’s lid slid away.

I stretched my arms over my head. They tingled as blood flowed back into my limbs. When I was sure they were strong enough to hold me, I hooked them over the edges of the box and pulled myself onto my boots.

Hurry, Avatar. The are no guards outside, but they could return at a moment’s notice.

“Going as fast as I can,” I muttered. My legs were as numb as blocks of wood, and my back ached like someone had replaced my spine with a twisted, rusty pipe. “Just have to work the kinks out of my legs so I can actually fucking walk.”

Seymour said nothing, and I took that as a good sign. If anyone were outside, he’d be bitching up a storm long before they found me.

It took me ten minutes to drag myself out of the box, and it was another five before I felt confident enough to stand without leaning against it for support. Seymour’s box was only a few feet from me, but he might as well have been miles away. If he so much as poked a tentacle outside the box, our cover would be blown, and we’d be miles deep in the shit.

I closed my crate’s lid and hustled through the supply ship’s cargo deck. The blue haze of the force screen was down, leaving the deck wide open. On the other side of the open blast doors, the prison’s docking bay was as cold and empty as an abandoned freezer chest.

Things were off to a good start.

Good luck, Avatar. I hope your obsession with this woman brings us many more kills.

I considered telling Seymour to leave whatever was between Kira and me alone, but decided to keep it to myself. I’d never be able to change his mind, anyway.

I hugged the inside of the cargo ship’s hull and looked up at the prison’s ceiling. There were a pair of cameras mounted over the docking bay’s exit, each sweeping through a ninety-degree arc. The geniuses who’d set up the security system had synchronized the cameras, though, which meant there were a few seconds of dead time at the end of each sweep when the cameras couldn’t see directly in front of them. I watched the cameras cycle twice, counting.

Three seconds. My window was really, really fucking short.

It was about thirty yards from where I stood to the exit. I’d have to be the fastest man alive to cover that distance in three seconds.

Fortunately, I had an ace in the hole.

The second the cameras turned away from my location, I burst out of the supply ship and ran for all I was worth.

One Mississippi…

My arms and legs pumped furiously as I pushed myself harder than I’d ever pushed.

Two Mississippi…

The cameras rotated toward me, their basilisk eyes growing closer with every passing heartbeat.

Three Mississippi…

And now they were staring at me, and I was out of time. I froze in place and triggered my camouflage ability. The cameras focused on me for one second, then two, then continued their sweep. If they’d spotted me, I’d know in a few seconds when the Dominion guards came crashing through the door and started shooting at me.

The cameras turned away, and another three-second window opened. I cast aside my cloaking field and ran for the exit. I’d burned two seconds of my ten and did not want to waste even one more if I could help it. Every second counted.

Kira had grilled me over every aspect of the prison’s construction until I could recite my route without thinking. Leave the dock. Turn left and open the first door on the right to enter a maintenance corridor. Follow the tunnel for thirty yards. Climb up the ladder to the technical conduit. Slither into that tube and wriggle along for ten feet. It all went according to plan, and I soon reached the end of cramped tunnel.

I peered through the slates in the grate looking down into the data center, and my heart jumped into my throat and tried to choke me to death.

Two Dominion staff were inside the crowded room, and a pair of guards watched them with hawks’ eyes. The techs were engrossed in something on one of the computer screens, but I couldn’t see what they were looking at. I could see them whispering and pointing at something on their screen, and my mind raced.

Had the prison’s staff discovered the truth about the supply ship? Were they planning on the best way to round up Kira and the rest of the Heresy agents?

Maybe they were sharing some particularly intriguing porn.

The room wasn’t very large, a little over ten feet on a side. There was only one door, and the smaller of the two guards leaned back against it. The other guard was standing behind the techs, who’d gathered in front of the computer desk that took up most of the wall on the far side of the room. I might be able to do this, but it was going to be close.

My low-energy beam pistol’s barrel fit through the slats in the grate between the technical conduit in the data center. I eased it through and took careful aim at the nearest guard. It was hard to tell if my shot was lined up through the grate, but I couldn’t get a better angle without making a lot of noise.

I squeezed the trigger, and the beam weapon emitted a sputtering whine and spat out a thin disc of yellow energy. The shot slammed into the guard’s neck below his skull and above his armor. The guard’s legs turned into a pair of noodles, and he hit the floor like a sack of potatoes. The technicians turned to see what the fuck had happened, and I squeezed off two more shots. The tech on the left flopped back unconscious into his chair with a bloody nose, but the one on the right wasn’t so lucky. The shot caught him in the teeth and knocked him sprawling onto the desk in a cloud of enamel shards and bloody mist.

There was a hell of a dental bill in his future. I hoped the Dominion had good benefits.

The guard nearest the door took one look at the three bodies in front of him and decided to make a break for it. It was hard to get the right angle from the technical conduit, but I twisted my body around and forced the barrel farther through the grate before squeezing the trigger as fast as I could.

The door was halfway open when my first blast caught the guard in the shoulder. Unfortunately for me, his armored jacket was more than sufficient to shed the low-powered attack. My second shot caught him when the door was fully open, and this one missed his armor entirely. It grazed the left side of his face, raising a red welt and whipping his head to the side so hard I heard his neck bones crackling like a fistful of crumpled cellophane.

The fucker still wasn’t down though. He’d taken one step out of the room when my third shot slammed into his skull just behind his left ear. That took the wind out of his sails but also sent him stumbling out the door and into the hallway where any Dominion guard could spot them.

“Fuck,” I snarled. I hooked my armored fingers through the slats on the conduit’s grate and thrust forward. The metal panel popped loose with an alarming squeal, and I dragged myself out of the conduit and into the data center. I tossed the grate onto the fallen technician with the busted teeth, then ran for the door. I didn’t have time to look both ways and make sure no one saw me. I needed the guard inside the data center, and I needed him in there now.

I grabbed both his ankles and dragged him back inside the computer room. Then I closed the door quietly, turned the latch, and let out a long, shuddering breath. It was all right. I’d cut that one awfully close, but I’d made it. All I needed to do was access the computer to find out where they were holding Kira’s sister, print myself the key card to get into her cellblock, and the hard part would be almost over.

The first technician stirred when I dragged him off the computer. He raised his head, and his bleary eyes focused on my death’s-head helmet.

“Shhh,” I hissed. “Not a fucking word.”

Unfortunately, the tech was no good at following directions. He opened his mouth to shout something, but my soul blades were faster. They sank three inches into his gray matter, and the lights behind his eyes went out.

Kill one hundred and nine, Avatar. You have harvested one hundred and twenty-four souls. Find more to reap, grow our power!

There was no time for fucking around. I thought the beam weapon would keep its targets down for longer, but no such luck. If any of these fuckers woke up and sounded an alarm, it wouldn’t only be my ass paying the price. Kira, the Heresy agents, and Myrin would all be equally fucked. I couldn’t have that.

There was only one way to cover my tracks here, and it wasn’t by playing nice.

With a sigh, I punched the soul blades through the second tech’s heart and flung him off the computer console. One of the guards was starting to rise, but a quick thrust of my soul blades to his temple knocked the life right out of him. The last guard made the wise decision to stay on the ground, but the foolish one to draw his pistol. Before he could fire, I ripped his throat out with my blades and left him to bleed to death on the floor.

Kills one hundred and ten, one hundred and eleven, and one hundred and tweleve. An impressive flurry. You have harvested one hundred and thirty souls, Avatar. Soon you will be eligible for another upgrade.

“Enough with the kill count,” I said. “It’s getting old. What I really need is your help figuring out this computer system.”

Then it’s a good thing I updated my skills and network when logging onto the networks in New Ordeith.

I took a seat in front of the console and stared at the screen. Seymour’s thoughts pressed the back of my eyeballs until I thought I was going to scream and then receded.

Simple enough. The technicians were already logged in.

“What were they so interested in when I interrupted them?” I asked. I wanted to know if anyone had spotted us, or if there was anything I needed to know about before I continued this harebrained mission.

There were monitoring the discrepancy in the oxygen flow rates near the storage tanks. From what I can see on the screen, one of the tanks triggered an excessive pressure reading. They’d increased the flow rate and triggered the bleed off valve to lower the pressure. It looks like it worked. Is that enough useless information for you, or shall I try to find information on the current exchange rate of Dominion credits for black-market cryptocurrencies?

“You don’t have to be a smart ass about it,” I said, hands poised above the keyboard. “Show me what I need to tap, and I’ll let my fingers do the walking.”

Seymour did as I asked without a smartass comment. He lit up each of the key caps in the order I needed to press it, and I followed instructions. Eventually, I was going to have to learn how to read and write whatever language these fuckers used, but I’d been occupied with more pressing concerns up to that point. Maybe I’d be lucky, and Kira and her buddies would have some kind of awesome Matrix plug-in they could use to upload reading kung fu into my gray matter.

I pressed the last key and watched the screen change. Menus opened, closed, shuffled from one side of the screen to the other, and then opened once more. After a few seconds, I recognized a map of the prison that Kira had shown me during one of our briefing session.

I’ve marked your location on the map in green. Your target’s position is marked in red. I’ve saved this information to your HUD and will paint a tracer trail for you to follow. Hopefully, you can follow those instructions without getting yourself killed or setting off any alarms.

“Key card?” I asked.

Seymour lit up a new string of keys, and I followed the glowing firefly on my HUD and tapped out the commands needed to get deeper into the computer system. The screen flashed again, this time with a thick red border surrounding it.

“What the fuck is that?” I asked. “Did we set off an alarm?”

You’re panicking, Sergeant. You know better than that. Take a deep breath and relax. The technician who was logged in didn’t have the clearance required to produce a key card from the system. Fortunately, there is a simple solution to your dilemma.

“Which is?” I asked. The killer AI’s calling my rank caused me to  take a deep breath, but it was hard not to be paranoid while I was inside a prison filled with aliens who would just love to gut me like a fish. Shit, there was probably even a reward on my head after what happened on New Ordeith. I wondered how fast the Dominion could issue an APB for me. But, the paranoia what has kept me alive. I’ve cleared villages in Ramadi with that same mindset, and I knew what I had to do.

Find a guard. Kill the guard. Take the guard’s key.

“These ones might work,” I said as I spun around in the chair and rolled across the floor to the dead aliens. The deceased guards were both humanoids, their pale, yellow skin covered with gaping pores big enough to swallow up the eraser on a No. 2 pencil. A pair of stubby horns jutted from the crowns of each of their heads, and another horn curled forward from the points of their chins. The combination gave them a devilish look, and their bulging eyes with hourglass pupils didn’t do anything to soften the impact of their looks. Even in death, those eyes looked plain old evil.

The guards wore light armor, with more substantial plates attached to the shoulders and elbows. Heavy utility belts encircled their hips, and polished holsters hung on their right sides while heavy metal batons dangled from straps on their left. Each belt held a bunch of sealed pockets as well. I rifled through them, searching for anything that looked remotely like a key card. I found speed loaders for their pistols, flashlights, small knives, and what I assumed was the science-fiction version of pepper spray, but no key cards.

Fuck.

Just a pleasant reminder. The supply ship is scheduled to leave in one hour. If it remains in the dock any longer, the guards will ask questions. Unpleasant questions that will almost certainly lead to even more unpleasant answers and lots and lots of shooting.

Fuck me.

“I get it, I’m moving,” I said, and cracked the door open. I stuck my head out into the hall, looked both ways for assholes, then followed the Yellow Brick Road Seymour laid out for me on my HUD.
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Chapter 16

The tunnel’s walls and ceiling were carved out of the asteroid’s guts and left unfinished, with glowing crystals set into the rock above my head, while the floor was textured concrete. It reminded me of a summer trip I’d taken with my grandparents to Meramec Caverns when I was a kid. Except the caverns had colored lights and a mini-skirt wearing tour guide that turned my eleven-year-old hormone dials up to the limit, and all the prison offered was a bunch of dickheads stomping around in their boring gray uniforms.

The golden line led me down the hall before taking a sharp turn into a door on my left. The door didn’t budge when I approached, and the flat black square to its right didn’t respond when I tapped it. I looked both ways and listened carefully to make sure no one was headed my way.

“Is this the only way?” I asked Seymour.

Unless you want to take a two-hour detour around the outside of the prison. I’m sure your girlfriend will wait while you take a leisurely tour of the facilities.

“Fuck my life,” I muttered and sprang the soul blades on my right wrist. The tips slipped into the narrow gap between the right side of the door and its frame. I leaned into the blades and twisted my torso, shoving them deeper into the gap. Bit by bit, the door gave way to my tender attention. It was a pain in the ass using my arm as a crowbar, but the leverage from my blades finally did the trick. The door slid open, and I darted inside before it could close on me.

The chamber I’d entered was a gargantuan silo, ringed by a rickety catwalk. It held three huge tanks, each a hundred feet in diameter. My eyes were level with the manifold connectors capping each of the containers, and they crossed when I tried to count the ridiculous number of corrugated pipes connected to the manifold’s valves. The pipes ran up to the ceiling, then headed off in a thousand directions before vanishing into the raw rock of the asteroid’s body. I peered over the edge of the catwalk, but couldn’t tell how deep the silo went. The lights on my level only lit up twenty feet of tanks and then gave up trying to penetrate the darkness.

“What the fuck is this?” I asked. “Water storage?”

Fuel tanks. Supply ships can’t carry drone and fighter fuel in any significant quantities for safety reasons. This place only gets topped off when a freighter comes through a couple of times each year. There are several million liters of fuel in these tanks. The connecting pipes carry it from the central storage location to the refueling stations scattered across the prison’s surface. All of this data comes from Kira, which means it is most likely completely false.

“And there’s no security in this place?” I asked.

The prison relies on security through obscurity and the highly advanced friend or foe identification system connected to its perimeter defenses. Anyone here is either a guard or a prisoner. The guards have no reason to sabotage these tanks, and the prisoners couldn’t reach this location from their section without a catastrophic security breach. At that point, the Dominion would probably welcome the prison’s destruction to cover up their incompetence.

“Good point,” I said. “I don’t have any plans on blowing this place to bits, either, so where do I go from here?”

Down.

“Great,” I said and followed the ribbon of yellow light around the catwalk to a ladder at its far end. A chemical stink filled the air as I descended, and I resorted to slow and shallow breaths to keep from gagging on it. “Is this shit poisonous?”

The atmosphere in this chamber is recycled, but unfiltered, which explains the smell. However, if you see any rust on the surrounding metal, stop breathing. Rust is indicative of a compromised pipe. Raw fuel vapors will chew through your lungs in seconds.

I kept climbing down the ladder but couldn’t see how far I’d gone or how far I still had to go. Whenever I reached a catwalk, the lights above my position would wink out, and new lights would spring to life. I traveled in a bubble of light surrounded by pitch black. My footsteps echoed through the darkness, raising the hackles on the back of my neck as I looked for rusted pipes up ahead. Every step added to the cacophony and made it impossible to tell whether I was alone in the silo or surrounded by a dozen guards I couldn’t see.

Your blood pressure is at a ridiculous level, Avatar. Please calm yourself.

“Easy for you to say,” I whispered. “You’re not the one who’s ass is going to get shredded if something goes wrong.”

Have faith in your abilities, Jay. The worst that will happen if you are discovered is a truly abundant harvest of souls and vast upgrades for your armor and my body.

The glowing yellow trail in my HUD guided me off the ladder and onto the catwalk after what seemed like days of climbing, but which couldn’t have been more than ten minutes. Lights showed me a door at the end of the walkway, and I raced for it so that I could escape the creepy silo quicker.

The door opened out into the hall, and I slammed the release bar before I shoved it open.

And right into the face of a guard who’d been coming the other way.

The door swung closed and locked behind me, but I only had eyes for the guard. He’d stumbled back a few steps and clutched both hands to his bleeding nose. A blistering string of unintelligible curses rolled out of the vertical slash of his mouth along with a steady stream of blood from his chipped teeth and split lip.

“Watch where you’re fucking going!” he shouted. His eyes were still tightly closed with pain, and it was obvious he didn’t realize I was an intruder. “I think you broke my fucking nose.”

“Sorry,” I said, stepping forward, blades extended. “Wrong place, wrong time.”

I buried my soul blades in his stomach, angling them up under his ribs to slash his lung and pierce his heart. His eyes snapped open beneath his bushy red eyebrows as my attack struck home, and a forked tongue lolled over his splintered teeth. His dying breath oozed out of his mouth along with a gout of sticky brown blood.

I ripped my claws free of the guard’s body and let him fall to the floor. A second after his twitching body collapsed, I was searching through his pockets for a keycard. The guard had a dull collection of ammo and personal defense gear, but not what I was looking for.

One hundred and thirteen kills, Avatar. One hundred and thirty-two souls harvested. Something tells me the numbers are going to be much higher before we are through here.

“Yeah,” I said, “something tells me you’re right, but weren’t you going to cool it with the kill count?”

You would deny me my only pleasure? Imagine a starving man counting grains of rice placed on his plate. I am so hungry, Jay.

“Okay, just update me every now and then,” I hissed under my breath. “I need to focus on this shit.”

I was running out of time to be sneaky, so I left the dead guard behind me and ran along the empty corridor that looked like a virtual twin of the one I’d followed to the fuel silo. As soon as somebody found the corpses I’d left in my wake, they’d raise the alarm. Once that happened, shit was going to deep in a hurry.

This tunnel leads to the medical facility. You will find entrances to the general population and maximum-security cells coming up shortly.

“I still don’t have a fucking keycard,” I growled. “How the fuck am I supposed to reach Myrin without one?”

According to your floozy’s data, there are regular guard patrols. They move from the general population cells to the more secure areas every twenty-five minutes. Unless she was lying. Which I’m sure she does. Often.

“Her info’s been good so far,” I said.

That’s how it works. First, she lures you in with a flagrant display of her sexual characteristics. Then, when you are too engorged with lust to think properly, she stabs you in the back and drains the blood from your body. Females. Am I right?

“You have some incredibly fucked up ideas about relationships,” I said as I jogged down the hall. “It’s almost like you have no fucking clue what you’re talking about.”

When you are cursing her sudden, but inevitable, betrayal, you will remember this conversation with sadness, Jay. And if you don’t remember, I will remind you, often.

Thirty yards down the tunnel, I spotted the next entrance. It was sealed tight and surrounded by a glowing red border. Symbols I didn’t understand flickered on and off within the scarlet light, and I skidded to a halt before it.

“What does this say?” I asked.

Restricted area. Fuck off and die.

“About what I figured,” I said. “I guess we wait.”

The rebel woman’s information claims there should be a guard patrol coming through this door within the next ten minutes. Of course, her information may no longer be accurate, or she may have deliberately lied for the express purpose of getting you killed.

“Give it a rest,” I said with a sigh. “She’s cool. Okay?”

Seymour didn’t answer, so I leaned into the door. I was hoping for a little give, but it wasn’t going anywhere. The metal surface was smooth and unmarked, and something told me it was thick as fuck. Kicking the door down wasn’t an option, no matter how cathartic it might have been.

I stood against the wall and tried to relax. I passed the time counting the light bulbs embedded in the ceiling as far as I could see in both directions and trying to follow the red conduits running in and out of holes near the ceiling. There were so many pipes, running in so many directions though, and I soon gave up on that stupid fucking idea.

“Are those fuel pipes?” I asked.

They do appear to be fuel pipes. Please don’t play with them.

“I’m not an idi--,” I started to say, but I heard footsteps approaching and bit my tongue. It was showtime.

A short, sharp clack from within the heavy metal door echoed down the stone hallway. A series of snaps and pops followed the first noise as the lock popped open. The door didn’t slide into the wall but swung open. On the plus side, it swung up toward me, which completely hid me from the guards coming through. If I played my cards right, I could wait for them to head down the hall and then slip inside without them noticing I was even hiding back here.

“Did you see the look on the Gunlo’s face when I took his tray?” One of them asked. “I thought that stupid little bitch was going to cry when he didn’t get his dinner.”

Barking laughter, as coarse and abrasive as a fistful of sand, answered the guard’s cruel joke.

“Serves him right,” he continued. “Fucked with the Dominion one too many times. Whatever happens to him in here is his own goddamn fault. I might go back in and dump a bucket of slop on the weak bitch after lights out.”

“Next time,” another guard piped in, “spray some drone fuel under the door and light it up. Teach him to mind his fucking manners.”

The guards brayed like a pack of mangy hyenas, and all thought of sneaking away evaporated from my mind.

Fuck these guys. I hated bullies.

“Make an example for the rest of those pieces of shit,” the first guard said with a sneer, “if I it was my decision, I’d burn all the traitors--”

I rushed past the closing door and slammed my soul blades into the speaking guard’s right side, just below his ribs and above his hips. I wasn’t sure if he had a kidney to puncture or something else juicy in there that needed popping, but I wasn’t taking any chances on missing the good stuff. Using the blades planted in the asshole’s back for leverage, I jumped up, slammed my boots into the wall next to the impaled guard’s head, then kicked off and dropped down in front of him. My soul blades raked across his spine, ripped his ribs apart, and tore his chest wide open as I spun around his body like a possessed apple peeler.

I pulled my arm across my body as I landed, and my soul blades carved through his torso to meet the wound I’d punched through his back. The diagonal cut sent the top half of the paunchy alien’s body tumbling into his partner, who shouted in surprised panic as his friend’s sticky yellow blood jetted into his eyes.

There were three surviving guards lined up across the hall like a row of dominoes waiting to be toppled. With a roar, I took a backhanded swipe with my right hand at the guard to the right of the blinded alien. The serrated spine of the blades tore the guard’s segmented eyes out of his skull and sliced his blunt muzzle clean off. He screamed and pressed his fingertips to the hideous wound I’d gouged across his face, then screamed louder when he found only exposed bone where there should have been flesh. He moaned as he fell to the ground, but I didn’t have time to watch his body begin its death twitches.

In the blink of an eye, I’d cut the opposition in half, and one of those still standing was blinded by his dead friend’s blood.

“Freeze!” the last man standing shouted as he held his pistol in a professional shooter’s stance. The wide barrel was pointed right at my face, and it didn’t waver with any sort of nervousness. The guy was obviously a pro.

“Don’t shoot,” I said as I kept my voice calm and cool. I hoped he had an earbud in, or he’d probably put a bullet in me for speaking a language he didn’t understand. I did as he’d commanded, retracting my blades into my wrists as I lifted my hands above my head. “Walk away, and you’ll get to see tomorrow. You don’t want any of this.”

“Fuck you,” he snarled, glancing at his dead friends. When he looked back at me, I knew he’d made up his mind about how this was going to end. His finger tightened on the pistol’s trigger.

With a thought, I pulled my camouflage around me and vanished. The guard flinched at my sudden disappearance, and his eyes darted left and right. He swept his gun across the hall, looking for a target, but I reappeared a split second later and clamped my left hand around his right wrist.

Before he could recover, I slammed his hands into the wall. His trigger finger spasmed and his gun roared. The massive bullet slammed harmlessly into the wall, but stone and brittle shards pinged off my armor.

The guard tried to wrestle the weapon away from me, but he was too slow and weak. I ground his knuckles into the stone wall again, and he cried out as I tore the pistol free from his grasp. A moment later, my soul blades raked across his neck and carved a gash so deep his head rolled back. The knobs of his spine peeked at me in the split second before a flood of rich blue blood gushed from the severed arteries surrounding it. Then the guard’s legs buckled before he spilled him onto the floor.

“I’m blind,” the second guard whimpered, his wide eyes still gummed up with his friend’s blood. “I’m fucking blind!”

This is excellent, Avatar. You’ve made so much noise I’m sure you have summoned a whole new batch of guards you’ll be required to kill.

“That wasn’t my intent,” I growled at Seymour.

“What?” the guard asked. “Who are you?”

“Keycard,” I said, and grabbed his throat. He squeaked in blind terror as I lifted him off the ground and slammed his skinny body into the rough stone wall. “Where is your keycard?”

Fear choked him, and the scrawny bastard had to try twice to get his words out.

“No keys,” he gasped, his thick, blunt teeth chattering with fear. “It’s all handprint biometrics, now.”

I warned you the Princess might have given you bad information, but no, you didn’t want to listen to the AI who has done nothing but tell you the truth and do good things for you. What a glorious mess this is going to be.

Seymour was right.

The door to the prison swung open, and a squad of heavily armed assholes poured through it.

“Help!” my hostage shouted.

Before the guards could shoot me full of holes, I spun the skinny fucker around and held him in front of me. As spindly as he was, he didn’t cover more than half of me, but some soft cover was better than nothing.

The three new guards wore heavy armor covered in thick, black plates that gleamed like spilled oil. Their heads were encased entirely in ebony helmets with glossy visors fashioned into leering demonic faces. They reminded me of samurai if the feudal Japanese warriors carried portable cannons so huge they looked like they fired meteors. The shortest of the armored guards was my height, but the biggest of the bunch had a full head or two on Morl.

Fuck. Me.

“Drop him,” the giant guard growled. His voice sounded like a jungle cat’s snarl combined with a running garbage disposal.

No amount of witty repartee was going to get me out of this mess, so I didn’t even try to dazzle them with clever conversational gambits. I lifted my hostage off the ground and charged straight at the bad guys, hoping my unconventional, and borderline suicidal, tactics would buy me a second or two to close the distance between us.

The biggest guard was the slowest, but his pals were a lot quicker on the draw. The hand cannon to my left belched out a blast of thick, red smoke. I weaved to my left as the enormous projectile roared past me. It spat sparks as it sailed down the hall, and a split-second later it burst into a sizzling electrical storm that made my teeth tingle.

The guard on my right unleashed his cannon when I was only a yard away. The smoke curled around me, and I tried desperately to dodge back to my left, but I just wasn’t fast enough.

The cannonball caught the skinny fucker square in the gut, and his insides were suddenly all over the outside of my armor. The electrical explosion that followed ignited the gore covering me with a series of sputtering cracks, but it wasn’t strong enough to do much more than tickle me. I charged straight through the miniature lightning storm and hurled myself at the trio of guards and slashed my blades in my best Tasmanian Devil imitation.

I scythed my soul blades at the back of the biggest alien’s right leg behind the armor plate protecting the front of his thigh. The tips of the blades sank through the metallic mesh covering the muscle, but before I could dig in and do some real damage, I was flying through the air.

The big animal had grabbed me by the arm and thrown me away so fast I didn’t realize I was moving until my back slammed into the open door behind the guards. I felt like I’d been hit by a bus, but I wasn’t about to let a little love tap stop me. I rolled off the door and into the room behind it. I still planned on murdering those guards, but I wanted to fight on ground that favored me. The wide open corridor allowed them to fire on me at will. In here, any shot they took with those hand cannons stood as much of a chance of hitting one of their allies as me.

The area I’d stumbled into had two doors: one I’d rolled through, and another across from me. The far door didn’t have a handle and or access panel I could see, so it must have been controlled from somewhere else. That made sense, because the assholes running this place wouldn’t want just anyone getting into, or more importantly, out of, the cell blocks.

The left side of the room was more raw asteroid rock, but the right wall was a panel of exotic transparent metal, through which I could see a control room and a trio of surprised guards wearing the standard gray Dominion uniform.

Before I could get a better look at the monitors the guards were watching when I so rudely interrupted them, the riot guards slammed into me like a defensive line getting a lucky shot on their rival team’s quarter back.

“Why’d you run away, tincan?” the largest guard growled as he tried to smash my helmet against the transparent wall.

Unfortunately, he couldn’t get a good grip on my head, and I slipped out of his grasp like a bar of soap in the shower.

I went with the momentum, stumbling away from him and flailing my arms out for balance. My soul blades snagged on something for a split second but didn’t stick. Something banged off the floor, but I couldn’t see what it was. Then I hit the far wall to the right of the locked door and spun around.

The smallest guard slammed his shoulder into my chest. The hit smashed me against the wall, but the guy was barely as big as me and didn’t have anywhere near the strength of his roid-raging buddy.

I responded to his rude-ass behavior by looping my right arm around his head and twisting hard to the right. My maneuver slammed him into the door, and I used my leverage to bend his neck at a very awkward and painful angle. Then I jammed the soul blades on my left wrist into the unarmored gap between his helmet and his shoulder plate.

I’d wanted to use the bastard as a bargaining chip, which is why I hadn’t stabbed him in the throat in the first place, but his allies didn’t give me a chance to negotiate. Before I could tell them to stand down, they charged straight at me.

“Assholes,” I growled and plunged my blades into my guard’s body where his neck curved out to meet his shoulder. He grunted and heaved against me as I pushed the twin blades into his body, but it was too little, too late. I drove the weapons home, burying them deep into what I hoped were his vital bits.

He should have gone down hard, but he wasn’t going along with the plan. He howled and lifted me clean off the ground like a pro wrestler winding up for his finishing move. Before his buddies could ram into us, he slammed me down onto the stone floor.

My soul blades still hung on his armor, and I dragged the berserker down with me. He’d lost his fucking mind and wasted effort throwing punches at my armored ribs while his blood pumped out of his severed arteries and coated my visor with greasy pink goo.

The other guards got in on the act, too, and put the boots to me. The guard on top of me kept them from punting my head around like a soccer ball, and my armor protected me from the worst of the attacks on my body.

I reached out to catch one of the legs flailing at me, but my hands closed around something else instead, and my eyes lit up with excitement when I realized what I’d found.

The guard’s cannon had slipped around on its strap and was now trapped between us.

Don’t do it. You could shoot yourself as easily as the guards.

Maybe Seymour was right, but I didn’t see a lot of options. My right arm was mostly trapped against the wall, and my left was stuck in the dead guy’s body. It was time for a desperate move. I squeezed the cannon’s trigger as I tried to point it toward the dickheads attacking me.

The guard flew away from me like he had a giant rubber band tied around his stomach. A hazy mist of grimy pink blood filled the air for a split second, and then a bolt of lightning blew through the room after the cannon’s shot detonated.

Glass shattered somewhere nearby, and the scent of scorched meat filled my nostrils. My muscles twitched and jumped like shocked frogs, and I couldn’t keep my teeth from chattering as stray impulses sent my nerves into overdrive.

“Fucking kill you,” someone slurred.

The alarm’s been raised, and half the prison is headed your way. Finish here and prepare for more carnage.

I dragged myself up the wall and pressed myself into the corner. Despite Seymour’s words of encouragement, I was in no condition to face off the surviving guards. Narrowing their angles of attack might save my hide.

All that was left of the guy I’d shot was a bloody smear against the far wall and a few twisted plates of scorched armor. The biggest guard was still up, but his right arm hung at an unnatural angle from his shoulder. The second surviving guard was shaking his head and getting back to his feet, but half his armor was cracked and dented, and the explosion peeled off the other half and tossed it around the floor like old scabs. His helmet’s visor was covered with a spider web of fractures, and a hunk of glossy black had fallen away to reveal one yellowed eye glaring at me with a shitload of rage.

The guard howled like a rabid baboon and leapt at me. Both of his fists raised over his head and it looked like he was trying to hammer me into the floor. His berserker fury burned away all caution or tactics and made him a wild animal.

I stepped forward and raised my arms to meet the leaping guard. I caught his belt in my left hand and his throat in my right, and before he knew what was happening, I’d flipped him over and slammed him into the transparent wall. The impact destroyed more of the wall and a rain of transparent metal shards fell around us.

The guard’s armor was great for protecting him from a frontal assault. If he were massed together with a bunch of his buddies and moving down the hall, you’d be hard-pressed to do any damage to them with anything short of a cannon.

But the metal webbing holding all the armor in place wasn’t nearly as effective.

I’d slammed him down and the jagged spikes of the part of the wall still standing up from the floor. Those transparent triangles bit into his back, punched through the webbing, and ripped through his body.

The guards in the control room stared in horror when they realized they were no longer protected. The asshole I impaled on the shattered wall wasn’t quite dead though. He tried to reach for me, but the shards were in too deep.

The only thing left to do was finish him off and collect his soul.

I sprouted my soul blades, cocked my arm back as far as it would go, and slammed my blades down into the guard’s abdomen. The insanely sharp weapon punched through the gap between his breastplate and belt, shredding his intestines and unleashing a tremendous gout of blood. The impact shoved his body down onto the spines of transparent steel, and I quickly yanked the blades out so I could move on with the rest of my mission.

This is where I’d update you on the kill count, but instead I’ll just ask if you can you feel the power? We will soon grow stronger, Avatar, and nothing will stop us.

The truth was, I did feel the power. The world had been stripped down to its bare essentials around me. We were deep in the jungle now, and the only laws that mattered were the crimson judgments of tooth and claw. It was kill or be killed, and I was not ready to get buried yet.

The last guard came after me, but I wasn’t interested in fighting him now. I used the impaled guard’s body as a springboard to vault through the shattered wall and into the control room. Before I’d landed, two of the three guards inside were dead, their skulls popped open by two quick twists of my blades.

The third guard tried to run, but I snatched him by the back of his shirt and his belt before I hoisted him overhead. Then I spun around to face the final lumbering guard. He didn’t bother trying to jump over the shards of the control room’s wall, he just bulled straight through them.

Biting shrapnel pinged off my armor drawing howls of protest from the guard over my head. When the moment was right, I arched my back and lunged forward, slamming the shithead I held into the monstrous assailant charging at me. We met with a startling crack as the unarmored guard’s spine shattered across his ally’s helmet.

The charging guard was driven back with the strength of my attack, but I wasn’t about to let up while I had the advantage. I released the guard with the broken back, charged forward, and threw a flurry of soul blade swipes at the big alien guard.

My first blow punched through the crippled guard’s chest and burst through his back in a spray of gore. The tips of my soul blades skidded off the armored guard’s breastplate with a horrific squeal. My second attack slammed into the other side of the guard’s chest. The blades didn’t penetrate his armor, but drove him back a step and set him up for my follow-through. My right arm rocketed forward again and drove into the guard’s torso hard enough to knock him on his heels even if it didn’t punch through the heavy plate covering his gut. His good arm windmilled for a second, and he roared in frustration as he tried to counterattack.

In a split second, I spied the gap between his breastplate and his armpit. My left hand streaked toward the weak point, and my soul blades burrowed through the metal mesh with a bloody spray.

The guard grunted and fell back another step. My blades tore loose from his body, but I stepped forward and threw a vicious uppercut into his raised chin. The blades slipped over his gorget and under his helmet, blasting through the soft flesh under his jaw and shredding his palate as they curved up and into his brain.

Do you wish to know your kill count?

“No,” I gasped.

Awww. You should, though. You are quite the killing machine. A veritable butcher.

“Thanks, I guess,” I said as the air passed in and out of my lungs with harsh gasps. It only took me a few seconds to catch my breath, and then I stomped back into the control room. “Do you see anything that will open this door?”

It’s hard to see anything with the gore you splattered around. It does look like you’re about to have company, though.

I glanced up at the row of monitors above the control room’s sleek panels. A group of guards were hustling down the corridor, and I recognized their location by the pile of dead bodies I’d left behind. They were way too close for comfort.

“Fuck!” I shouted and ran back to the hall. I paused briefly to snatch one of the enormous hand cannons off the floor and threw its strap over my shoulder. “Say hello to my little friend, motherfuckers.”

When I stepped into the hall, there were a group of guards rushing down it. The instant they saw me, they raised their weapons and prepared to fire.

Too bad for them, I’d already squeezed the trigger.

The cannonball burst from my weapon and screamed toward the approaching mob, leaving a trail of crimson smoke in its wake. It caught the lead guard square in the chest and blasted him into meaty shrapnel. Chunks of the ball’s shell burst away from the explosion and into the rest of the guard formation. They screamed, but their death cries were cut short by the thunderstorm that erupted from the point where the cannonball had exploded.

A violent electrical arc slashed at the gathered guards, leaping from one to the next in a deadly flurry. Eyeballs boiled, tongues exploded from between shattered teeth and smoke leaked from scorched nostrils as the potent weapon destroyed my enemies.

I’m not even going to count each of those individually, but I must update you on the total. One hundred and thirty kills, one hundred and fifty-seven souls. Spectacular. I am quite proud. Like a mother bird who’s youngest has finally left the nest.

“Yeah,” I said with a grin, “that was pretty fucking slick.”

I returned to the control room and tried to mop up as much of the gruesome mess as I could with one of the dead guard’s shirts. I got most of the brains cleared out, but the blood was never going to go away. I need some industrial-strength janitorial supplies, and I had other priorities the moment.

More guards are converging on your location. They will enter the cellblock soon. Prepare yourself for glorious battle, Avatar. Feed the Soulforge!

Seymour highlighted a row of buttons, and I slapped my hand across all of them. A red light flashed through the control room, and the wailing siren erupted through the complex. But the cellblock’s door opened.

Good enough.

I ran through the door, and Seymour threw up a handy golden path for me to follow to Myrin. It was a damned good thing he’d laid out a path, too, because I couldn’t see through all the junk raining down from the cells above me.

Whoever was responsible for designing the prison hadn’t given a single shit about privacy or comfort. The cellblock was composed of countless tightly packed columns cages, all of which lacked solid floors or ceilings. Rusty slabs of metal had been welded to each cell’s side, giving the inmates a place to sit or lie down, but the only toilets were simple steel bowls mounted right next to the beds. A sewage pipe connected all the bowls in a column of cells together, but it didn’t look like anyone was using them. The floors all around the columns were stained with shit and puddles of what I assumed was piss or blood.

It was fucking disgusting.

The inmates, who came in every size and shape imaginable, hurled whatever junk they could lay their hands on me as I ran. Flaming rolls of coarse toilet paper sailed through the air, along with half-dried clumps of shit, wads of bloodstained rags, and other, less identifiable refuse.

I was halfway across the cellblock when the bullets started to fly. The first salvo didn’t come anywhere near me, but it did carve a bloody swath through the inmate population. Trapped in their cells, the poor bastards had nowhere to run or dodge when the guards who’d entered from the far side of the prison started spraying and praying they’d hit me.

I stole a glance down one of the walkways between the cells and saw the guards weren’t heavily armored like the ones I’d just finished fighting. They wore simple gray uniforms and wielded heavy assault rifles. I kept running, letting them waste ammunition shooting prisoners, and hoped none of them would get lucky.

They didn’t, but neither did I.

I rounded a corner and sprinted between two rows of cells, only to collide with another pack of guards.

“Freeze!” the first one cried and leveled his assault rifle at me.

“Die!” I responded before I ducked away from his weapon and sliced open the side of his head with a spinning claw punch.

One hundred and thirty-one kills, and one hundred and fifty-nine souls!

The next guard took an eviscerating shot to his belly as I plunged deeper into the charging pack of dickheads.

I threw my arms out wide, raking the backs of my blades across the throats of another pair of gray-suited jailers. Their blood splashed across my armor and painted the floor in a crazy quilt of black and blue.

Yesssssssssss!

An assault rifle fired next to me, and its bullet buzzed by me far too close for comfort. I lashed out with a kick and shattered the shooter’s knee. He groaned and staggered toward me, opening him for a soul blade uppercut that split his head in half before he hit the ground.

Oh, yes, Avatar, do that thing you do.

The guards weren’t attacking now, they were running. They never stood a chance.

Ha! Ha! Ha! Ha! The carnage! Chase them. Kill them. We grow stronger.

The kills blurred together. There were flashes of chrome and sprays of arterial blood, but I knew Seymour would update me on the kill count if I asked.

And his maniacal laughter filled my skull like an endless echo.

I emerged from the towering columns of cells and entered a wide-open space filled with sealed black cubes. Each of the solitary cells was ten feet on a side and separated from every other cell by twenty feet of empty air.

I carved a guard’s head off his shoulders and snatched his assault rifle from his nerveless fingers as he fell. Then I chased Seymour’s golden path around the solitary cells, praying with every twist and turn I’d find Myrin. There was a lull in the combat, but it wouldn’t last long. I didn’t know if the guards were up to, but I imagine they still had a few nasty tricks up their sleeves.

When I reached Myrin’s cell, I was surprised to find there were no fancy locks. Just a simple bolt in its center held the door sealed with magnetic clamps. I grabbed hold of it with my right hand and gave it a twist. It snapped open with a sharp, metallic click, and the clamps popped apart.

The door flew open so fast and hard I scarcely had time to get out of its way. My survival instincts kicked in and I brought my weapon back under control and shoved its muzzle at the cell.

A tall, muscular woman with violet hair knotted into a yard-long tail and shockingly violet eyes raised both of her scarred hands overhead and approached the door with small steps. She stopped at the cell’s threshold, eyes measuring me.

“Who the fuck are you?” she snarled. “You don’t look like a guard.”

“Princess Myrin? I’m Jay Lucas,” I said, “I’m here to rescue you.”

“Bullshit,” she said, glancing for enemies to her left and right before returning her attention to me. “Who are you really?”

“Your sister warned me you might be a little difficult,” I said. “She wanted you to know Mr. Lips misses you.”

For a moment, the warrior’s lips quirked into a whisper of a smile. A moment later, a violet blush bloomed on her cheeks, and her eyes hardened.

“You fuckers finally got her, too?” She shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re planning, but I don’t buy any of it. Shoot me or lock the cell back up. I’m not going anywhere with you.”

Guards shouted from the perimeter of the prison. I heard feet rattling across the stone floor and knew it wouldn’t be long before they opened fire and cut us both down. We didn’t have time for this shit.

“Here,” I said, switching my grip on the rifle so I could toss it to her. “I’m here to save your sweet ass. Shoot any Dominion assholes you see and let’s get out of here.”

Without hesitation, Myrin snatched the assault rifle out of the air, drew it up to her shoulder, and aimed the barrel at my face. She settled her cheek against its stock and squeezed the trigger before I could so much as flinch.

The bullet whipped past my right cheek with an angry buzz. My pulse pounded in my ears as I popped the blades from both wrists and advanced on Myrin.

“You fucking missed,” I said as I closed my hand around the rifle’s barrel. I swept it to the side to keep her from taking another cheap shot, but I was as mad at myself as Myrin. My plan to earn her trust had failed, and now shit was even more complicated.

“I didn’t fucking miss,” Myrin said with a smirk and a devilishly charming wink. She tilted her head to my right. “Look for yourself.”

I kept my fist closed tight around the weapon’s barrel but did look over my shoulder. A dead guard was sprawled out on the ground, twenty feet behind me. There was a hole where his left eye should have been, and a fan-shaped spray of yellow gore spread out from his fallen body.

“Alrightly, then,” I said, and released the rifle. “Good to see we’re on the same team.”

“For now,” she said as her hands relaxed around the rifle. “What’s your plan to get us out of here before every guard in the place shows up to kill us?”

“I figured I’d carve us a path out of here,” I said as I gestured to the claws on my arms. “It got me in.”

She suddenly shouldered the rifle and popped off a shot that ripped past my shoulder. Someone a few yards behind me shouted in surprise and hit the ground with a thud.

“Aw,” she said, her voice going up three octaves like she was talking to a dog she’d caught peeing on the carpet, “were you planning to cut up all the nasty guards wif your itty-bitty knives? Bullets work better Mr. Metal Man.”

Oh, I like this one. She’s feisty.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said. “I have a ship—”

“This is your chance, you filthy animals,” a man’s angry voice boomed through a hidden sound system. “Whoever brings me the tin man’s and the woman’s heads gets a one-way ticket home.”

Myrin’s eyes went wide.

“Well, now we’re fucked,” she said and turned away from me to face the towering cellblocks. Despite the danger we were in, I couldn’t help but admire the view. She wore a tight black band for a shirt and a pair of matching briefs that left absolutely nothing to the imagination. A series of elaborate tattoos crawled down her spine, and twin scars marked her shoulders with surprising symmetry. Her well-defined muscles twitched under her skin as she prepared to bring the fight to anyone who threatened her.

She looked like the GI Joe version of Kira.

“You think those guards weren’t trying to kill me before?” I said with a laugh. “There’s a trail of bodies we can follow all the way back to my ship.”

Myrin raised one finger as if telling me to wait.

A series of deafening metallic bangs rang through the cellblock.

“Kill them both.”

Every door in the cellblock flew open, and every prisoner poked their heads out of their cages with with confused looks on their alien faces.

There must have been hundreds, maybe even thousands of them.

Avatar, I take back everything I said about how bad of an idea this was. This is going to be a great harvest.
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Chapter 17

The prisoners didn’t move on us for a few seconds. They stayed in their cells, unable to believe the offer that had just been dropped in their laps. Then the gun ports opened around the perimeter of the cellblock and the guards hiding behind them opened fire on us. There was no incentive quite as motivating as a bunch of bullets headed your way.

Myrin zigzagged through the isolation cells so she could use their solid walls to protect her from the relentless spray of automatic weapon fire shrieking through the cellblock. I stuck tight on her heels with my claws out, ready to shred anything or anyone who got too close. The prisoners in those cells chose to shelter in place rather than try to come after Myrin and me.

“Headed your way,” I said to Seymour, too frazzled to worry about Kira or Myrin overhearing me apparently talking to myself. “We’re coming in hot. Lots and lots of people are suddenly very interested in getting up and close and personal with me.”

I was about to say the same. Guards are approaching the supply ship. I believe as your people say, the jig is up. What do you want us to do?

I was surprised to hear Seymour asking my opinion and pissed I didn’t have the bandwidth to give him a sage strategic decision. Myrin and I had entered the maze of towering cells that made up the bulk of the cellblock, and all my focus was dedicated to staying alive.

“Protect Kira and her people,” I shouted, and then drove my soul blades through the throat of a crazed prisoner charging in on my right. “Do whatever it takes to avoid being captured until we reach you.”

One hundred and thirty-nine lives extinguished, and one hundred and seventy-five souls harvested for my glory!

Did you say I have free reign to avoid capture? Whatever it takes?

“Whatever it fucking takes!” I shouted as I lunged around Myrin to intercept a prisoner with jagged bone plates and swirling clusters of cilia instead of eyes. I blocked the savage punch she’d thrown at Myrin’s head and then threw a wild backhand across the prisoner’s chest. My soul blades sliced off a flap of skin above her right pectoral, but the only effect of my efforts was to piss the prisoner off more.

The bug-woman launched into a whirling series of crescent kicks that had me dodging backward and sliding from side to side to avoid the bony spurs jutting from her heels.

Myrin trusted me to deal with the clawed alien and fired her assault rifle into the charging prisoners closing in on our position. Every squeeze of the trigger sent three rounds through the chest of a new enemy, but even if each of Myrin shots killed a prisoner, she didn’t have enough bullets to put a dent in the army of screaming assholes who all wanted a piece of us.

The alien kung fu master dropped low to the ground at the end of her last kick and whipped her leg out and around in a lightning-fast sweep just below knee height. Against an unarmored opponent, the kick might’ve been enough to end the fight.

Against me, it gave her a shattered ankle and a foot full of mangled toes. She screamed, and rolled to the side, blinded by the pain skewering her leg.

“Nice try,” I said, and drove my soul blades through her chest. The prisoner’s back arched as I ripped my weapons free of her flesh, and her hands curled into useless claws as her life left her body.

The Dominion guards are not very good at their jobs.

Myrin snatched another assault rifle from the body of one of the guards I’d killed and put it to good use. The muzzle flashes threw harsh shadows across the princess’ face and transformed her elegant features into a savage, demonic mask. Her bared, gritted teeth gleamed like freshly sharpened blades, and her eyes flashed like falling stars. I’d never seen anyone like her.

And it was really fucking hot.

“This is a lot of fun, but we need a better plan,” Myrin barked as she speared her emptied assault rifle into the gaping mouth of a screaming prisoner. The muzzle snapped off the alien’s rotting teeth, and the iron sight blasted through the roof of his fleshy mouth. “We can’t shoot our way out of here.”

She was right. Prisoners were climbing down the columns of cells to the prison floor so they could surround us. They hadn’t coordinated their attacks yet, but that didn’t mean they weren’t going to get their acts together. If we stayed where we were, they’d mob grind us down under sheer numbers. I could kill a lot of people, and it certainly looked like Myrin would slaughter her fair share, but eventually some asshole would get lucky and we’d wind up dead.

I couldn’t see another exit through the mob, but looking toward the ceiling showed me another option.

“Up,” I said, and stabbed a finger toward a shadow encircling the cellblock’s ceiling. It was hard to make out with the lights glaring down on us, but the shadow looked a lot like a catwalk. And if it was a catwalk, there had to be a door folks used to reach it. If Myrin and I could reach it, we could at least limit the number of attackers who could come at us. We might even be able to carve a path to freedom with Seymour’s guidance.

There were too many “ifs” in my plan, but it was the only chance I could see.

Myrin gave me a sharp nod, and then she started climbing. The fact that she didn’t have a weapon didn’t give her even a moment’s pause. She was calm and confident, ready to take on any challenge with her bared teeth and iron will if need be.

As Myrin climbed, I turned my attention to the prisoners who’d closed in on me. The shortest of the bunch, a furry little monster with a set of five-inch-long curved claws on each hand and foot and a mouth full of needles, was probably the most dangerous. He came at me with his arms spinning like buzz saws and his fangs gnashing at the air. I blocked the first swipe of his claws and my soul blades sheared off two of the curved black hooks jutting from the tips of his fingers. The deadly teddy bear’s teeth flashed past my visor, and his offhand nearly clipped my neck as I sidestepped around his leaping attack.

That put me in position to plunge my soul blades into the little bastard’s neck, and I would have if one of the other prisoners hadn’t grabbed hold of my right arm. My new worst friend wrapped two of his five wiry arms around my elbow. With a victorious shout, he leaped into the air and wrapped his legs around my waist. The sudden shift in my balance pitched me off my feet, and I crashed down hard onto the cement.

We are under attack. I’m clearing a path through these guards with my tentacles, but you need to tell Kira to abandon the supply ship and come aboard me. If we stay in the loading bay, will be overwhelmed. I’m opening a channel to her, now.

“Kira!” I shouted the second the crackling pop of static cleared from my earbud. “Get your people down to my ship. You have to get out of the supply ship before it’s overrun.”

The alien starfish man was under me, but he had all the leverage. He bucked against my hips and bowed his back, bending my trapped elbow back over his bony knee until the joint screamed with pain. If I didn’t get loose soon, he’d snap my arm right in half.

But he wasn’t the only one giving me shit. A pair of alien women with bright orange eyes, amber lips, and obsidian hooves where their feet should have been kicked me in the side so hard the impact bruised my ribs even through the armor covering them. If they kept it up, eventually they’d break through my armor and do some serious damage.

Meanwhile, the world’s deadliest teddy bear had landed on my chest and latched his wicked claws around my helmet.

“We can’t leave you!” Kira cried into my ear, and gunfire rattled in the background. I didn’t know if it was her people doing the shooting or the Dominion guards. “Do you have Myrin?”

“Yes, we’re trying to get out of the cellblock,” I shouted. “I’ll let you know where to pick us up. Get to my ship and evacuate the loading dock, now!”

If I stayed on the floor, the quartet of aliens would beat me to death in the next few minutes. Step one in the plan to get the fuck up was getting the starfish man to let go of my goddamned arm.

He had me in a bad position, but he was a brawler and wasn’t used to protecting himself from sharp things. I was in no position to stab him, but the legs he’d wrapped around my waist offered me a prime target for inflicting pain.

I pushed the tip of one of my left hand’s blade through the flap of skin stretched taut around the tendon at the back of his ankle and his calf. The asshole screamed, and his reflexes straightened his leg in an instinctual attempt to get his body away from the sharp thing digging into it.

He succeeded in straightening his leg, but my soul blades were fucking sharp. Thrusting his leg away slid the blade up along the bones in his lower leg, severing the wiry tendon and slicing off a nice slab of alien sashimi from his calf muscle.

That sent a little bastard into a screaming frenzy. He let go of my arm and kicked at me with his remaining good legs. His only interest became getting the fuck away from me and my soul blades. Unfortunately for him, the hoofed ladies trying to curb stomp me weren’t very discerning in who they kicked. As the starfish man’s legs flailed and thrashed around me, their hoofed aliens kicked ugly holes in his thighs.

“Don’t leave yet,” I snarled at the starfish man as I whipped my freed elbow into his jaw. Something in his skull gave way with a startling crack, and his screams became a strangled whimper for mercy.

The killer teddy bear kept wrenching on my helmet, but he wasn’t strong enough to twist my head all the way to the right much less snap my neck.

The hoofed ladies had leveled up from merely kicking to a full-on coordinated dance routine aimed directly at my ribcage. The armor held, but the relentless hammering was pissing me off. It was long past time to end this shit and get on with the rest of the escape plan.

With an enraged roar, I drove my right-hand soul blades into the furry alien’s skull. His eyes dropped from their sockets and a slimy mixture of blood and mucus boiled out of his flared nostrils as his life ended. I harnessed the momentum from that attack to twist my upper body toward the hoofed bitches trying to kick my lungs out.

I used my left hand to lever myself off the floor and my right to hurl the dead teddy bear alien into the hoofed women. The surprise attack paused their river dance routine, and the fuzzy dead alien occupied their attention for a handful of seconds as they juggled it back and forth before letting it fall to the floor.

Two quick stabs from my soul blades punctured their hearts and ended their lives. As they slumped against the wall of cages, I jumped onto the cell’s bars and started climbing.

“Hey,” I said, as I scrambled up the side of the tower of cells. I’d been at one hundred and forty kills before I scrapped with the four motherfuckers I’d left on the floor behind me. “You shorted me one. I should have one hundred and forty-four kills.”

The many-legged freak didn’t die. I, meanwhile, have killed eleven guards on my own. Your woman is aboard, by the way. We’re leaving.

“I’ll find some way to reach you,” I said. “Stay tuned.”

I clambered up the side of the cells, scrambling after Myrin as fast as I could go. Most of the prisoners didn’t realize Myrin and I were climbing, but a few of the smarter ones had caught on and were busy scrambling up other cellblocks to intercept us.

Myrin was waiting for me at the top of the cellblock. She reached down and grabbed my right arm with both hands, braced her heels against the bars, threw her weight back, and hauled me up. She landed hard on her back as she dragged me up, and I fell right on top of her.

“Thanks,” I said, thankful for the armor separating me from her mostly naked body. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

“Good call,” she said, her violet eyes flashing. She wriggled out from under me before I could stand, but I saw her glance at my armor appreciatively. “Let’s go.”

Myrin ran across the top of the cell and leaped onto the next stack with the grace of an acrobat. I followed with a lot more caution and a lot less grace, being very careful not to slip through the bars. If my foot went through one of the gaps in the floor, I’d sprain an ankle at best or snap my leg at worst, so I went with the slow and steady approach.

Myrin hurled herself across the gap separating the next two cell blocks. She landed with the smooth grace of a puma as her long violet ponytail whipped behind her like a tail. She didn’t wait to see if I was following but just kept right on running.

I landed hard, and my heels banged off the top of the cell like a cymbal crash. The prisoner hadn’t left his cell, and he lunged up through the bars to try to grab me. Without pause, I slammed my foot down on one of his groping hands and splattered his fingers against the bars. Chunks of bone burst through the meaty scraps of his digits, and he fell back screaming.

Three jumps later, Myrin and I landed on the catwalk. None of the prisoners were anywhere near us yet, which gave me hope we could still get out of this more or less intact.

“There!” I shouted as I pointed at a door one hundred feet ahead of us. There was no telling where it led, but it didn’t matter. We needed to get the fuck out of the cellblock before the prisoners could mob up on us again. “Let’s go.”

Rerouting. This would be much easier if we stuck to the plan, but I will improvise since you seem incapable of performing as expected.

“Hurry it the fuck up,” I said as I ignored Myrin’s curious glance. I’d have to explain all of this later, but she was enough of a soldier to know this wasn’t the time to ask irrelevant questions. We’d figure it out when we were out of the prison and safely back at the Heresy’s outpost.

Myrin and I slammed into the door’s crash bar at the same time, and it flew open to reveal a long, narrow passageway carved from the asteroid’s body. There were several doors visible along the hallway’s length, but I had no idea which one to take because there was no golden line on my HUD.

“Which way?” Myrin asked.

“I need a route!” I shouted to Seymour. “And I need it now.”

Myrin threw herself back against the door to slam it closed, and she motioned for me to join her. I planted my shoulders against it and dug my heels into the rough floor of the tunnel. The prisoners weren’t on top of us yet, but they were coming. It wouldn’t be long before they caught up to us.

You’ve moved into the center of the asteroid. There are no good exits from your current location. You will need to cross the cellblock again to reach an appropriate escape vector.

“That’s not going to work,” I growled as my mind raced. The sounds of feet banging off the catwalk’s iron grates were getting closer to the door. “Is there a way to reach the surface from here?”

Someone slammed into the other side of the door, and my heels slipped a half-inch. I kicked back, turned, and pressed my shoulder into the door. Myrin and I had the advantage for the moment, but it wouldn’t last. Before long, there’d be more prisoners trying to pry the barrier open. If they succeeded, we’d be fighting for our lives again.

This path will take you to the nearest refueling station. It’s not an exit, but it’s sheltered from the prison’s defense systems on the surface. I can land there, but you will need to find some way to penetrate the ten feet of rock between that location and the asteroid’s surface.

“I’ll hold the door,” I told Myrin. “Find something we can use to secure it from this side. Hurry.”

“I hope you’ve got a plan,” she said before she sprinted down the hall. Her bare feet slapped against the stone as her lithe legs pumped for all they were worth. Watching her go was a hell of a sight.

I detect increased hormonal levels, Avatar. Should I tell Kira you’ve selected another? I can always throw your rejects into space to avoid any unpleasantness upon your return.

“Very thoughtful, but no,” I snarled.

More prisoners slammed into the door and my heels skidded across the floor. To keep from falling on my face, I pushed away from the door so I could regain my balance.

The prisoners on the other side stumbled forward, and the door swung halfway open. He had enough presence of mind to grab its edge with one meaty hand, so I couldn’t just slam it again.

His grip did not, however, keep me from ramming my shoulder into the door so hard it crushed his hand between the metal door and the stone frame. Bones shattered, and flesh ruptured across the ball of his hand. His fingers twitched as random impulses fired from his pain-racked mind.

I popped the soul blades out of my right wrist and lopped off the half of his hand on my side of the door. He screamed, and his mutilated fingers flopped onto the floor by my feet. The prisoner jerked the remnants of his hand back, and my weight against the door slammed it closed.

Pity. You could have smashed his skull between the door and the wall.

“That is fucking disgusting,” Myrin said. She crouched down next to me and shoved a metal wedge under the door on the side opposite the hinges. She rammed another wedge into place between my feet, right in the center of the doorway. “This should hold it for a bit.”

I motioned for Myrin to step back, then slowly eased away to join her. Someone threw their weight against it from the other side, but the wedges held tight.

“Good find,” I said as we slipped away from the door and continued down the hallway. “Where did you dig those up?”

“There’s a repair station up here,” Myrin said and pointed at a door on the right side of the corridor ahead of us. “Looks like a machine shop for working on drones.”

“Perfect,” I said, as a plan started to come together. “Let’s go grab a few things. I’ve got an idea.”

Myrin helped me loot the machine shop. Other than being much tidier and lacking a few nudie calendars, the place could have passed for any of the military shops I’d spent time in. The tools were obviously much fancier than anything I’d seen on earth, but they weren’t completely alien, either. We identified a pair of cutting torches, and I found a handful of greasy rags that would complete the tools I needed for this scheme.

Seymour illuminated the path to the refueling station for me. According to my HUD, it was about three hundred yards away, which was a lot farther than I’d hoped. The banging against the doorway we’d sealed reached a fever pitch, and it echoed down the hallway like the rumble of an approaching thunderstorm. The wedges wouldn’t hold the door closed for much longer.

This was going to be way too close for comfort.

“What’s the plan?” Myrin asked as we ran down the hall.

“We need to get to the refueling station,” I said. “It’s not far ahead. Once we get inside—”

An explosion ripped the door off its hinges and hurled it fifty feet down the hallway. A thick plume of smoke billowed toward us, obscuring my view of who or whatever had wrecked our barrier. The stink of burning meat and burned gunpowder clawed at my nostrils, reminding me far too much of the good old days in Afghanistan.

There was a door on our left, and I grabbed Myrin and dragged her through it before the smoke could clear. Whatever blew the door off its hinges could just as easily blow us into greasy shreds of barbecued long pork if it caught us out in the open.

“What the fuck was that?” Myrin gasped as she flattened herself against the wall of the storage room we’d sheltered inside. It was close quarters there, and it was hard not to be distracted by Myrin’s lean body next to mine.

“No idea,” I said, “taking a peek.”

I risked a quick glance into the hallway and immediately jerked my head back. In the split second I’d seen enough to make my blood run cold.

At the far end of the hall was a bulky suit of power armor. It reminded me of the Robotech cartoons I’d seen as a kid, though it was significantly chunkier than the sleek mechs that populated the anime of my youth.

Despite those differences, the power armor looked deadly as fuck. It still carried more weapons than a tank, and the pilot was hidden behind an armored dome I didn’t think I’d be able to stab through before he vaporized me.

“Looks like trouble,” I said. “I think we’re kind of fucked here.”

Myrin frowned in the gloom and leaned against me. She said nothing for a long moment, then she looked up at me and shook her head.

“No,” she whispered. “I’m not giving up.”

Her eyes flashed with a violet fire that made my heart skip a beat.

“Why were they holding you prisoner?” I asked as a sneaking suspicion crawled through my thoughts. “Were they scared you’d inspire everyone who saw you to revolt?”

“Kira’s the recruiter. She’s the one with all the charisma. They want what’s in my head,” she said. “They wanted to execute me, but some fuckface put my death on hold until he could pry the secrets out of my skull.”

“Why haven’t they?” I asked. The power armor plodded down the hallway toward us, and I tried to determine how far it was from our position by how loud its footfalls rang against the stone.

“Hypnotic blocks,” Myrin said. “They can peel my brain apart, but they can’t get to the good stuff. Hell, I can’t even get to the good stuff unless I absolutely need it. It’s all walled off by hypnotic suggestion and cognitive implant loops. I know a lot of shit about the Heresy, but I don’t know exactly what I know until I need to know it. Keeps me safe, keeps the bad guys from getting at it.”

“You’re worth more to them alive than dead?” I asked.

Myrin nodded, and her eyes narrowed to suspicious slits.

“If you’re thinking about turning me over to them,” she started, but I cut her off.

“No, that’s not the plan,” I said. I kept my voice low because the power armor was very goddamn close by this point. “I need you to trust me, though.”

She stared at my skull-like visor for a moment, then nodded.

I leaned in close and whispered in her ear.

“Go out the door,” I said. “And fall down in the middle of the hall. Trust me.”

“Don’t fuck me over,” she whispered. “Or I swear my ghost will come back and haunt you for the rest of your miserable life.”

“If this doesn’t work, the rest of my miserable life won’t be very fucking long,” I said. “Now go.”

Myrin didn’t hesitate. She burst through the door, and I held it open with my foot. The second she entered the hallway, she tumbled to the floor hard enough to rip the top layers of skin right off her knees. She winced and writhed against the cold stone as if she’d been shot in the stomach.

I held my breath and hoped I’d guessed right. If I was wrong, the power armor was about to rip into Myrin and this whole trip was a waste.

But if I was right…

I tensed, waiting for the right moment. I only had a few seconds of invisibility left, and if I timed this wrong, we were fucked.

The power armor’s clawed foot slammed down outside the storage room’s doorway. For a moment, I was sure Myrin’s head was smashed flat into the stone. Then I saw that the clawed foot was next to me, not on top of Myrin, and I stifled a sigh of relief.

I triggered my camouflage ability and vanished.

A split second later, the power armor eased forward and twisted awkwardly on its gimbaled hips. A blinding floodlight poured into the storage room as the pilot searched for anyone else hiding. Satisfied there was no one there, it killed the floodlight and stood up straight in the hallway.

“I found her,” the pilot snapped, “she’s too wounded to fight back. It looks like the prisoners took down the armored combatant who started this whole mess.”

Come on, I thought as my HUD counted down to 3.

“Affirmative, securing the prisoner for transport,” the pilot’s voice echoed down the hall.

There was a hiss as the pressurized seals on the power armor popped open and the canopy swiveled open. The pilot jumped down from the control pod and landed right in front of me.

“Please, I’m hurt,” Myrin gasped. She reached toward the pilot with trembling fingers.

“You’ve got no fucking idea what hurt feels like, bitch,” the pilot snarled as she cracked her knuckles inside her black gloves.

“Neither do you,” I whispered as I hooked one invisible arm around the pilot’s throat. She gasped, but I’d already stabbed my soul blades into her back three times, and I hauled her twitching body back so that I could throw it into the side room.

We’re out of the cargo bay, and are heading for the pickup. Get there, quickly. Defenses are scrambling.

“Can you drive this fucking thing?” I asked Myrin as I stuck my head out in the hall. There were riot guards on the cellblock end of the passage, but they hadn’t noticed their power armor was down yet, and they were using their heavy black armor and even heavier batons to keep the prisoners from claiming the reward for capturing Myrin.

By the time I looked back at Myrin, she’d scrambled up off the floor and had buckled herself into the power armor’s cockpit.

“I can drive anything.” She grinned while punching a series of buttons on the inside of the cockpit. “Watch this shit.”

The canopy descended, and she spun the power armor around in a smooth pirouette. As soon as the armor was settled, a pair of two foot long spikes burst from the rear of its legs and buried deep into the asteroid.

“Suck my gun,” she roared, her voice booming through the power armor’s speakers.

The power armor’s massive rotary cannons mounted below each of the hands wound up and unleashed a wave of fiery lead down the corridor.

The riot guards exploded like lobsters in a microwave when the streaking bullets hit them. Their armored shells burst into shrapnel, shredding the prisoners in front of them and sailing down the hall like a storm of smoking meteors. The smoldering chunks of carapace bounced off the power armor’s plating and landed in the corridor where they smoldered on the stone.

But Myrin wasn’t done. Frustration and rage boiled out of her and poured through the barrels of her guns as she dumped hundreds of rounds down range. When the smoke cleared, the catwalk was empty save for bloody stumps and scraps of scorched meat.

“Well,” I said, “those guys won’t be fucking with us any more.”

“Let’s get the fuck out of here,” she said and twisted her armor to face me.

“Yeah, that’s the plan,” I said. I reached back into the storage room and snatched up the cutting torches and rags from the shelf I’d left them on, then ran down the hall to the fueling station. I kicked the door open, ready to shred anyone stupid enough to get in my way, but the small chamber was empty.

It was about ten feet on a side, and eight feet tall. A thick pipe ran from one end of the room to the other, and a dozen smaller pipes jutted up from its surface to a manifold attached to the ceiling. Even thinner pipes climbed out of the manifold and punched through the solid rock of the asteroid overhead. From what Seymour had explained to me, those pipes fed refueling pumps all over the asteroid’s surface.

“This is a terrible plan,” Myrin said from the hall behind me. “Because if you—”

“We don’t have much of a choice,” I said, “Keep an eye on the hallway. If anyone shows up, blast them to hell.”

There were two valves on the big pipe, one on either side of the room. I spun them both until they’d locked in place. Then I picked up one of the cutting torches and went to work.

Please tell me you’re not doing what I think you’re going to do. I have no idea how thick those pipes are. If you miscalculate and release too much gas—.

“Yeah, yeah,” I whispered. “It may be a bad idea, but it’s my bad idea. I don’t hear anybody else coming up with a plan to get my ass out of here.”

Fortunately, I was smarter than Myrin and Seymour thought. I wasn’t going to cut into the big pipe, I just needed a teensy hole in one of the smaller pipes, and needed the gas shut off to make the opening I needed.

I fired up the cutting torch, climbed up onto the fuel pipe, and went to work. I focused the torch’s beam on a small pipe above the manifold and watched as it bored a hole through the metal. A few moments later, I’d created a hole the size of a pencil tip.

I held my breath as a faint wisp of fuel left the hole in a rush. There wasn’t enough to create an explosion, but as corrosive as Seymour promised me it was, I didn’t want to burn my sinuses out of my skull.

I dropped off the pipe, picked up one of the rags, and turned the torch’s beam on it. A few moments later, the greasy rag was smoldering nicely. I tossed it on the floor on the far side of the room and then tossed the other rag on top of it.

The fuses were lit.

It was time to arm the bomb.

I opened the valve on the left and listened as gas flowed back into the big pipe with a hiss.

“Let’s go!” I shouted to Myrin as I slammed the refueling station’s door behind me.

Myrin followed me, and her power armor’s clawed legs slamming against the floor so hard I could feel the vibrations through the soles of my feet.

“How far are we running?” Myrin asked.

“As far as we fucking can,” I shouted. “That beer can you’re wearing has air, right?”

“It’s pressurized. Should have enough atmosphere for ten, maybe fifteen minutes,” she said. “For the record, this is still a shitty plan.”

After that, I was too busy running to waste breath on talking. I had no idea how explosive the drone fuel was, or how much damage I was about to cause. I was confident Myrin’s power armor would protect her from the worst of the blast, but I was much less sure I was going to survive.

Altruistic to the end, Avatar. Picking females over your own life. I don’t know where I went wrong with you.

I was about to reply, but then the fuel caught fire, and everything went sideways.

The Hand of God slammed right between my shoulder blades and drove me down the hallway ahead of a roiling storm of fire straight out of the depths of hell. I tumbled through the air and caught sight of Myrin’s armor tumbling right along behind me. I really hoped she didn’t land on me when we crashed.

The explosion’s deafening roar finally caught up with us. It wrapped around me and crushed my lungs in a giant’s fist. My heart skipped a handful of beats as the pressure wave rolled through me, and then I was bouncing off the ceiling, the walls, and the floor like a superball.

Well. There’s an opening. A big one. Oh, and another one. And another one. So many choices.

Ancient survival instincts buried in my lizard brain urged me back to my feet, and I was running before my conscious mind knew I was still alive. The power armor shielded Myrin from the worst of the blast, and she already had the mech suit up on its clawed feet by the time I reached her. I waved for her to follow me, and then we were both sprinting for the giant crater I’d blasted through the asteroid’s crust.

A few moments later, I was staring up through the exit hole I’d made. The prison’s artificial gravity was still in full force, but it atmospheric controls were completely fucked. Heavy bulkheads slammed at either end of the corridor where we stood, and the metal sealed the area off from the rest of the prison. Sound was muffled without atmosphere so I couldn’t hear the other explosions that caused the floor and walls to shake so violently

You’ve set off a chain reaction. Fire is spreading through the fuel system. This whole asteroid is tearing itself apart.

“You can chew me out later,” I said. “We need an EVAC, right fucking now.”

Seymour’s arrowhead body zipped into view above Myrin and me, then hovered in place. Tentacles slithered down through the opening in the ceiling, and it coiled around my waist and shoulders.

“Grab the power armor, too,” I commanded.

It’s going to be a tight fit —

“Grab the fucking armor,” I ordered.

So pushy.

Seymour yanked Myrin and me out of the crater so quickly we were inside his belly before I realized he’d start pulling us up. He dropped us into my quarters, and he was right. The power armor made it a very tight fit.

I didn’t give a fuck, though, because we were free.

“Get us the fuck out of here,” I shouted.

Seymour obeyed without comment, and he spun away from the asteroid before firing up his thrusters. The engine’s power rattled through the decks as Seymour accelerated, and I leaned back against the wall to catch my breath.

Or at least, I tried to.

Myrin popped her armor’s canopy and dropped down onto the deck. She threw herself at me, wrapping her arms around my head and coiled her right leg to trap my left.

“Get your fucking helmet off,” she growled, and her voice was throaty with animal hunger.

Before I knew it, my subconscious banished my visor, and Myrin’s hungry mouth was planted firmly on mine. For the first time in my life, a woman had literally taken my breath away. I couldn’t breathe, and I could hardly think as her impassioned embrace crushed me against the hull.

“You sure know how to make an impression on a girl,” she whispered, and her wide pupils threatened to drown me in their inky depths. “What’re you going to blow up on our second date?”

“I’m not sure,” I replied. “Probably something the Dominion owns.”

“Hot damn, Jay Lucas,” she whispered as her fingers stroked my lips. “You certainly know how to make me wet.”

“I aim to please,” I said, and then I grabbed a deep breath before she devoured my mouth again.

“Myrin!” Kira cried as she burst into my quarters. “I—”

Shock strangled Kira’s exuberant greeting.

“Sister,” Myrin said, untangling herself from me and crossing the cramped chamber to Kira in three confident strides. “Thank you.”

Kira stared at her sister with a tortured mixture of love and envy. Myrin didn’t seem to notice how upset her sister was, but the look in Kira’s eyes meant I was going to have to explain what happened.

I open my mouth to say something stupid, but Seymour saved me from the most awkward conversation I’d ever had with a sudden evasive maneuver.

Myrin grabbed Kira by the shoulders and braced her arm against the wall as Seymour threw himself into a sudden banking roll. I bounced off the stolen power armor, which then toppled off balance and fell on top of me.

We have a problem, Jay. Get to the bridge.

“What’s happening?” Myrin demanded.

“Let’s find out,” I said. I crawled out from beneath the power and brushed past her and Kira on my way out of the room. Despite the danger, I was more than happy to talk about anything other than what Kira saw Myrin doing to me.

Seymour had a viewport waiting for us when we arrived, and he’d stretched it around half of the bridge to give us a panoramic view of all the shit going wrong around us.

For starters, the explosion I’d triggered making my escape route had fractured the asteroid in a dozen places. Pillars of flame rose from the refueling stations on its surface, but the deep cracks crawling across the prison’s surface were the most worrying. Firestorms roiled in their depths, and when those finally made it back to the fuel silo this whole asteroid was going to explode.

The second problem was a massive spaceship rising over the far side of the prison. It was a heavily armored brick of a vessel bristling with weapons and honeycombed by open bays. The damned thing was easily ten times the size of Seymour with a hundred more guns.

The third problem was the ridiculous number of fighter drones swarming out of those bays and headed toward us.

“Why aren’t we jumping into the warp?” I asked. “Wouldn’t that get us the fuck out of here?”

The approaching ship is carrying an interdictor engine. While it’s operational, we’re trapped in liminal space.

“Who are you talking to?” Myrin demanded as she arrived on the deck.

Kira glared at me from behind her sister. She didn’t speak a word, but her eyes spoke volumes. There was at least one very unpleasant conversation in my near future.

“My ship,” I said, too distracted by everything going on around me to care who knew that Seymour was capable of communicating with me directly.

“Your ship?” Kira said, her eyes narrowing. “You never told me—”

I was too busy trying to figure out how to save us all to listen to the rest of Kira’s tirade. She was pissed, but I didn’t have time for her temper tantrum.

When the asteroid exploded, it would almost certainly wipe out Seymour if we didn’t put some distance between it and us. Unfortunately, we couldn’t reach warp speed while the interdictor was out there. With all the drones headed our way, we’d have to try for a fighting retreat. I didn’t like our chances of getting far enough away from the asteroid in time.

“Get us closer to the interdictor,” I commanded. “Now.”

Avatar, this is not a good plan. The swarm of drones will tear us apart before we get there. I can only target my cannon every ten seconds. Against so many ships —

“Do it,” I ordered. “And get me a weapon control station, now.”

Jay, please. I can control my own cannon, I just can’t fire fast enough to target that many drones.

“Myrin, as soon as the weapon control station is up and running, clear us a path through the drones,” I said as I headed back toward the Soulforge. The seed of a plan was taking form in the dark recesses of my thoughts, but I didn’t like it, but the odds of surviving any other way were even worse. This was the only plan with even a remote chance of success.

Kira stepped in front of me when I reached the doorway. Her arms hung loose at her sides, and for a moment I wondered if she was about to slap me.

“My sister?” she hissed.

I didn’t have the words to put this fight to bed, and I didn’t have time to waste on them in any case. Instead, I removed the helmet from my face, swept Kira off her feet, put one arm around her waist and the other behind her head, and kissed her. I hoped she understood the difference between what she’d seen between Myrin and me and what I was doing, but all I knew for sure was that the petite girl relaxed in my embrace and returned my kiss with as much hunger as her sister had.

Then I left the bridge and stormed down the passage to the Soulforge.

“Myrin and Kira,” I said, hoping their earpieces were still turned on, “either of you familiar with this interdictor?”

There was a moment of almost silence as the two of them whispered to one another, and then Myrin spoke.

“It’s a carrier, loaded to the rails with fighter drones and close defense emplacements,” she said. “No shields, but the armor is so thick it would take a capital ship to punch through.”

The door to the Soulforge irised open to allow me into Seymour’s inner sanctum.

“Where does it keep the interdictor generator?” I asked. “The thing that’s keeping us from escaping.”

Seymour’s cannon thrummed three times in quick succession. The sound was followed immediately by the rattle of shrapnel bouncing off Seymour’s hull.

“Myrin’s a little busy killing drones, but I can tell you,” Kira said. “There are three dishes mounted in the interdictor’s prow. The center dish houses the interdictor generator. The dish on the left controls the drones, and the dish on the right is a warp space communications array.”

“Good,” I said, “keep the drones from tearing us apart, and I’ll handle the rest.”

Except for the flying. Oh, and the shielding. Except for those important parts, you’ll do everything else.

“I’m going quiet for a bit, but I’ll still be able to hear you over the comms,” I told the sisters and then tapped my earpiece once. “Seymour, let’s see what new toys I’ll need for this very bad, awful, no-good plan.”

I had eighty-three souls to spend, which was almost enough for two first-level upgrades, or one second-level upgrade. Almost, but not quite. I’d have to settle on a first-level upgrade for now.

That took Armor, Camouflage, HUD, and Soul Blades right off the table. I’d already purchased the first level for all of those abilities, and couldn’t afford the hundred souls I needed to get to the second level.

The only options left were Health, Strength, and Speed. All of those would be useful, but before I made a choice, I wanted to review my options one more time.

“Let’s see about Health,” I said and pulled up the first of the power trees.

HEALTH:

Level 1 -- Healing is dramatically increased. Avatar recovers from major injuries in 24 hours. COST: 50 souls.

Level 2 -- Avatar recovers from major injuries in 8 hours. COST: 100 souls.

Level 3 -- Avatar recovers from all non-fatal injuries in 1 hour. COST: 250 souls.

Level 4 -- Avatar recovers from all non-fatal injuries in 10 minutes. COST: 500 souls.

Level 5 -- Avatar recovers from all non-fatal injuries in 1 minute. COST: 1,000 souls.

IMMORTAL -- Avatar recovers from all non-fatal injuries in less than 5 seconds. Fatal injuries have 50% chance of healing. COST: 5,000 souls.

Something told me I’d regret constantly punting on this upgrade. But, no matter how nice it would be to reach the Immortal upgrade, Health’s short-term usefulness was limited. Healing up after twenty-four hours was all good, but it was impossible to ignore the fact that at the scale I was fighting, I probably wouldn’t ever just get injured. If a drone landed a lucky shot, or God forbid one of the interdictor’s weapon emplacements popped me, there wouldn’t be any healing. I’d be a bunch of burning atoms flickering through space.

I pulled up the next tree and took a long look at the option available to me.

SPEED:

Level 1 -- Speed is increased. Avatar is 25% faster. COST: 50 souls.

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.

Like Health, Speed didn’t look fantastic at the lower levels. A twenty-five percent boost to my speed would make me goddamned fast, but I didn’t know if it was enough to tilt the odds in my favor.

“Does speed only cover running speed?” I asked Seymour. “Or does it cover all kinds of speed.”

All kinds. Well, not amphetamines. And not how fast you breathe. Or your heart rate. I don’t think it governs how fast you eat, either. You won’t be able to sleep faster, either. Other than those items, though, it should cover most meanings of the term “speed.”

“You’re so fucking helpful,” I said.

Those women are destroying your mind, you know. If you don’t choose one as your mate, you’ll be in torment forever.

“Can we discuss my love life some other time?” I asked. “I’ve got a job to do here.”

Oh, now it’s your love life? I thought it was a much cruder impulse. The way your hormone levels spiked when the warrior woman molested you was very…visceral. I was certain the two of you would—

I dismissed the Speed menu and pulled up the Strength tree again.

STRENGTH:

Level 1 -- Strength is increased. Avatar is twice as strong as base level. COST: 50 souls.

Level 2 -- Strength is increased. Avatar is three times as strong as base level. COST: 100 souls.

Level 3 -- Strength is increased. Avatar is four times as strong as base level. COST: 250 souls.

Level 4 -- Strength is increased. Avatar is five times as strong as base level. COST: 500 souls.

Level 5 -- Strength is increased. Avatar is six times as strong as base level. COST: 1,000 souls.

HERCULES -- Strength is increased. Avatar is ten times as strong as base level. COST: 5,000 souls.

I frowned as I reviewed the options. There was a huge upside to being twice as strong as I was currently, and this tree had a nice straight-line increase at every level. By the time I’d maxed it out, I’d be ten times stronger. That would let me lift a ton without straining, and maybe as much as two or three tons if I really put my back into it. I imagined punching someone at maximum strength, and a cold grin spread across my face.

The plan brewing in my mind required some strength, but that was only part of it. And, truth be told, I thought I already had a fix for the strength issue.

“Fuck it,” I said, “let’s grab some Speed.”

I poured my souls into the Soulforge, grinding my teeth as the screams and memories flashed through my thoughts like a parade of the damned. Feeding the Soulforge wasn’t getting any easier, and I didn’t know if it ever would. Still, there weren’t any innocents in this batch. The dead fuckers had all started shit with me.

“Mess with the bull,” I grumbled.

Prepare for your upgrade.

A sudden burst of power flooded through me, driving out every doubt about the choice I’d made. My muscles were energized and limber like I’d been wearing an anchor through my whole life and someone had just snapped its chain.

I felt fucking amazing.

“We’re moving in on the interdictor’s fore,” Kira said, and Seymour’s gun thrummed along in rapid accompaniment. The rattle of scorched and mangled metal across Seymour’s hull became a constant rhythm as Myrin laid waste to the endless waves of attacking drones.

“She’s pretty good with that weapon,” I said. “Way better than your one shot every ten seconds bullshit.”

Maybe if someone upgraded me instead of turning the controls over to a potential breeding partner, I’d be faster.

“Don’t be such a whiny little bitch,” I said. “I’m heading to my quarters. I need you to bring me the mining drill I stole from the Gnawr’s ship.”

You can’t handle that. You don’t have the power to operate it or the strength to carry it. You’re wasting your time with the drill.

“And you’re wasting your time trying to talk me out of this,” The Speed upgrade felt good. Really, really good. Moving was a completely different experience, but one which my body adapted to instinctively. Every step was more fluid and effortless than I’d ever imagined possible. I might’ve only been a quarter faster than normal, but apparently, twenty-five percent was a fuck of a lot. “I need the mining laser. Trust me on this.”

Should I point out how your last plan turned the prison below us into a time bomb?

“All the more reason for you to do what I’m asking and do it fast. If we hang out here for much longer, we’re all going to get turned into crispy critters.”

I clambered up into the power armor’s cockpit as soon as I reached my quarters. I worried about fitting inside the power armor while wearing another suit of armor, but the Dominion had left room inside for creatures the size of a Turog. There was more than enough space for even an armored human.

Like the weapons harness I’d stolen from the Howling Legion, the power armor’s safety straps adjusted themselves to my form instantly. In the blink of an eye, I was snug as a bug inside the cockpit, and the red and green lights of the instrument panel flickered to life.

“How close are we to the dishes?” I asked.

Very. I will admit the woman has done an amazing job of keeping the drones from destroying us. I suffered some damage, but not nearly as severe as the grievous wounds I suffered while you were toying with the Gnawr.

“If you don’t stop bitching about the one time you got yourself a little boo-boo, I’m going to take you back to those stinky fucks and let them recycle you into the galaxy’s most annoying set of wind chimes,” I threatened. “Where’s the mining laser?”

Right here. What do you want me to do with it?

The power armor’s controls were simple. A pair of paddles under my feet mimicked walking, and a set of lightweight gauntlets settled over my hands to allow me to control the armor’s arms. Red lights dance down my index fingers, and I guessed they were telling me the suit’s weapons were active and ready to fire if I squeezed.

I raised my hands inside the armor and held them out palm up, and the armor mimicked my motions. Seymour placed the drill in my robotic palms, and then one of his tentacles tapped the power port on the back of the mining tool.

And what about this? Without power it’s useless.

“Plug it into the suit’s battery,” I said. “Figure it out and do it fast.”

You’re very pushy. Let me see what I can do.

A moment later, there was a sharp tug on the back of the armor, and a rainbow of alarming lights lit up across the instrumentation panel. I moved my arms and legs a bit, and they responded, so I ignored the warnings. The armor didn’t have to last for much longer.

Seymour’s tentacles dragged a coiled cable around the side of the power armor and plugged its socket into the back of the drill. The trio of lights on the front of the mining tool burst to life, and a wash of heat spread from their converged points.

We’re here. Now what?

“Put me next to the middle dish,” I said. “And be ready to get me the fuck out of there when I’m finished.”

Seymour’s cannon pounded away at the drones, shaking the ship from stem to stern as Myrin devastated our attackers. In between blasts, Seymour coiled his tentacles around my body, sealed my quarters, and then opened his hull.

“Well,” I said, spit drying in my mouth as I saw the chaos laid out before me, “fuck me sideways with a running chainsaw.”

While I appreciate the offer, I will respectfully decline. However, the sentiment is quite accurate.

The interdictor was a little more than a hundred yards above the burning prison asteroid. Drones swarmed from its launch bays and streaked toward Seymour. There were so many of them flying so close together Myrin knocked whole groups of them out of the sky with each blast from Seymour’s cannon. Despite their catastrophic losses, the drones kept on coming. Eventually, they were going to get lucky.

The prison, on the other hand, was completely out of luck. The gas ignited and burned through the pipes following my little stunt. Most of the gas pipes had already ruptured and exploded within the asteroid. The giant rock was cracked into two halves, both spewing burning gases into space in miles-long plumes that incinerated anything in their path.

Small escape shuttles burst into flames and came apart, spraying their dying occupants in a burst of blazing flesh. Other emergency pods erupted from the surface of the asteroid, only to slam into the bottom of the interdictor, be picked off by drone fire, or simply spiral out of control into the depths of space.

Something told me the prison didn’t have an OSHA-approved evacuation plan to cover its complete and utter annihilation

“I totally deserve souls for all those dead assholes,” I said.

I’ve already explained —

“Kidding,” I said. “Get me to the dish.”

Seymour’s tentacles looped around the power armor and then thrust me forward like the tip of the spear. We were so close to the interdictor Seymour’s hull almost touched the bigger ship. The instant my power armor’s clawed feet touched the interdictor’s armor, Seymour released me.

I can’t stay here. The point defense cannons mounted above the array will tear me apart as soon as you start your attack. I will return for you, Avatar.

Seymour’s engines flared, and he tumbled away from the interdictor with an insane set of evasive maneuvers that would’ve had me puking in seconds. I wondered how Myrin and Kira were handling it.

It wasn’t going to matter if I didn’t take care of this enemy ship.

The power armor’s clawed feet clamped onto the outside of the interdictor, and I thrust the tip of the mining laser at the generator dish’s center.

The instant the tip touched the dish, sparks exploded in every direction. The tool bounced and jumped in my grip, and I almost lost my balance trying to keep the damned thing centered on the interdictor generator.

I tapped my earpiece to reactivate the comms channel.

“How do I set the stabilizer spikes on this goddamn armor?” I shouted.

“Stomp both feet,” Myrin shouted back, “but be careful where you set them. If they get stuck in something, you won’t be able to retract them.”

“Don’t need to,” I said as I stomped down hard on the controls beneath my boots. A jolt ran through the power armor, and I stopped swaying back and forth on the interdictor’s surface. I was locked in place, right where I needed to be.

“It’s getting really hot in here,” Myrin shouted. “The evasive maneuvers are helping, but there are an awful lot of drones and an awful lot of gun emplacements firing on us. Your ship is taking a fucking beating.”

“Great!” I said, cheerily. “Just what it needs.”

The mining laser finally chewed through the outer surface of the interdictor’s generator dish. The sparks it spewed changed from green to a hellish red, and molten metal floated away from the interdictor in thick globs. The balls cooled as they drifted past my visor, shifting from white, to neon orange, to a sullen yellow before the light winked out and they became nothing more than dark blobs of space debris.

How much longer? We need to move to a safer position before the interdictor’s weapons tear us apart. I can’t keep dodging, and your woman is losing her edge.

“I need another minute, maybe two,” I said. The hole I’d burned in the dish was getting bigger, but not nearly as fast as I’d hoped. I leaned in to the drill, burying its nose in the gap and praying it would finish its job already.

And then everything went to shit.

Something slammed into the side of my power armor so hard my robotic arms bounced away from the dish in spite of the stabilizer spikes. For a moment, the mining drill flashed through the darkness before I could wrestle it back into place.

I swung my head left and right, but couldn’t see what had hit me. Whatever was attacking me, it was plenty strong to have knocked me off target.

“Hey, asshole,” a familiar voice barked in my ear. “I bet you never thought you’d see my smiling face again.”

Morl.

Oh.

Fuck.

“Who’s on this channel?” Kira shouted. “Identify yourself.”

“I’m sad you don’t know who I am,” Morl said. “But your boyfriend sure fucking does.”

“How did you find me?” I growled as I turned my head around. I didn’t see him, and my heart skipped a few beats.

“I knew where they were keeping the bitch’s sister, and I figured you’d show up here eventually. Now I’m going to do what I should have done when I first met you.”

Another attack landed across the power armor’s shoulders, and it took everything I could muster to keep the laser on the target. Every interruption set my progress back as the metal cooled and had to be reheated before the drill could get any farther along. I couldn’t let Morl keep hacking at my back.

I had to get out of the power armor and deal with this to give us any chance of surviving.

I slipped my hands out of the controls and let out a sigh of relief when the power armor kept its robotic arms locked in place. The drill could keep right on burning while I dealt with Morl.

I banged my fist against the cockpit’s canopy, and it swung up and out of my way.

Then I clambered out into space like an insane monkey.

Morl was waiting for me. He’d been hiding behind the power armor, right in my blind spot. The big mercenary wore an EVA belt like the one I’d used to assault the Dominion’s supply ship.

I missed that handy belt almost as much as I missed my grandparents.

“Hey, dickface,” I said to Morl. “Decided you wanted to die the same way your brother went out?”

That did the trick.

The mercenary captain lost his shit and streaked toward me on a plume of blazing white exhaust. I kicked off and sailed away from the power armor, and Morl adjusted his course to intercept me.

The mercenary’s shoulder slammed into my gut so hard I was afraid I’d puke into my helmet. I bent over him, and he corkscrewed through space like an out-of-control missile. Then he rolled over and plummeted toward the interdictor’s surface.

I recognized the his plan almost too late to do anything about it. He was going to use his momentum to launch me into the interdictor. At the speed he was traveling, the impact would probably kill me.

If, of course, he could pry me off. And I was not going to let that happen.

As we neared the enormous vessel, I drove my soul blades into the backs of Morl’s thighs. They sank through his pressurized suit, released twin geysers of vaporizing oxygen, and buried themselves in the meat of his legs.

“You mother fucker,” he snarled, “that won’t save you.”

“It might,” I snarled back, digging the blades in deeper. I twisted them, searching for an artery. “You should’ve stayed wherever you were, Morl. I’m not kidding about you ending up like your brother. And Lon. And Won.”

The interdictor’s gun emplacements tried to track our trajectory, and bolts of energy streaked past us as we tumbled toward its surface. The cannon roared, and an artillery shell the length of my torso sideswiped Morl’s shoulder and spun us wildly off course.

The mercenary managed to fire the EVA belt before we would’ve splattered all over one of the interdictor’s sensor towers. We clipped the tower’s heat exchange flange, flipping us  into the interdictor’s surface in an oblique roll. Our armored bodies bounced across the vessel, plowed through smaller antennas and instruments, and bounced and spun off the heavy bases of point defense emplacements.

Somehow, I didn’t get hurt.

Our rolling crash threw me clear of Morl, but also threatened to hurl me into space. I dug my soul blades into the interdictor’s surface and was amazed that the sharpened blades actually bit in and halted my slide.

Morl had stopped, too, and now struggled to his feet with the aid of the EVA belt. The damage to his thighs was severe, but with the propulsion unit’s help, he was able to float toward me. Blood drifted away from Morl’s wounded legs in sizzling droplets, but his face was a twisted mask of hatred that showed no pain or weakness.

“You thought I’d let you go after the shit you pulled?” he snarled. “You fucking ruined me, Jay. What you’ve done here will end any chance I had with the Dominion. They blame me for bringing you in. They blame me for the deaths of Won and Lon, their prize assets. The only way I can get back in is to kill you. And that’s exactly what the fuck I’m going to do.”

“Doubt it,” I said, getting to my feet and rushing across the interdictor’s surface. A bright white flare threw shadows ahead of me as the mining drill finally finished its work and the generator dish imploded. I leaped forward, keeping my hands low and my claws scraped across the interdictor’s armor. Sparks flew as I streaked toward Morl, and I wondered if he was as surprised as I was at how fast I was moving. I bounced from one sensor tower to the next, kicking off each with perfect timing so I could adjust my course.

Morl drew his gun as I approached, and he sent a flurry of blistering shots in my direction. He was fast, but I was far faster, and every blast skipped past my body with inches to spare.

At the last moment, he threw his gun away and drew a massive knife from a scabbard on his back.

I’m very excited for this fight. Claim this soul for me, Avatar

Before I could unleash my trademarked snarky wit, Morl and I slammed together so hard every thought in my head scattered like a pocketful of dropped change.

The mercenary wrapped the enormous fingers of his left hand around my right forearm. His fist covered the entire lower half of my arm along with my fist, but that was one hell of a mistake on his part. He probably didn’t realize I had claws.

And those claws would rip through him.

But I was still moving when he grabbed me, and my momentum carried me around him. I twisted over his arm and drove my boot into the side of his head hard enough to send a lightning bolt of cracks zigzagging across his visor.

The enormous mercenary responded with a brutal thrust from his ridiculous knife. I twisted my leg away from the attack, and the weapon’s tip glanced off the armor covering my calf.

“You can’t dodge me forever, motherfucker,” Morl shouted at me. “I’m going to gut you.”

The monstrous alien was so pissed he wasn’t thinking straight. Every slash he took at me threw him off balance and forced him to make constant adjustments. Morl didn’t have either of his legs, and his EVA jet was the only thing keeping us off the interdictor’s armored surface. I could use his weakness against him if I was careful.

“That’d be a cool trick to pull off after you’re dead,” I said and slammed my good knee into his cracked visor. The cracks spread wider, and a jet of vapor spewed from the damaged glass.

But Morl wasn’t going down. He stabbed at me again, raking his knife across my ribs hard enough to make my armor sing. If he’d been at full strength, his attack might have caused some real damage.

I drove my soul blades into his shoulder in an attempt to get him to loosen his grip on my right arm. The blades skipped off the armor covering the joint but sliced through the thinner material covering his bicep. I jammed my soul blades in as deep as I could, and their tips hit a bone.

Morl screamed, his cry as wild and deadly as a rabid wolf’s hunting howl. He thrust his knife at my abdomen, and I twisted out of the way, straining my captured arm beyond its limits. Bones snapped in my forearm as the lever of my body increased the torsion bar past their tolerance. The maneuver had cost me the arm, but it put me in a better position to finish this fucking fight.

I dug my knees into Morl’s back and looped my good arm around his neck. I glanced over my shoulder and saw my one chance of surviving. It was going to be a close shot, but it might just work.

I used my superior speed to slip away from Morl’s next strike, and the trick worked. We tumbled backward, the momentum of his attack twisting him off balance and sending us rolling inches above the interdictor’s surface. His EVA jets boosted us along and increased our speed to a dizzying tumble.

“Get ready to head my way,” I snarled at Seymour and arched my back as hard as I could.

Morl swung at me again, but he didn’t have the right leverage, and I easily dodged out of his knife’s path. I looked back and saw my target swiveling in our direction. We were almost there. I just needed one last little push.

I shoved my foot down hard on the EVA belt’s rear jet. The maneuver tilted it horizontal to the interdictor and sent Morl and I shrieking toward one of the enormous interdictor’s equally enormous gun emplacements.

There is a gun emplacement directly behind you. If we approach, it will fire. We will be destroyed.

“Way ahead of you,” I shouted, “get the fuck over here.”

“Talking to yourself, dead man?” Morl shouted, his voice strangled as the dregs of his oxygen burst through his EVA suit’s shattered faceplate.

There was no time for a witty response. At the last second, I slid to Morl’s side and dragged my soul blades through the muscle of his left arm. His limb came apart, and I kicked away from the dying mercenary. If I’d been any slower, I never would have been able to pull it off.

The interdictor’s cannon was facing directly at Morl. The mercenary was huge, but the barrel was exactly big enough to accommodate his mass. His head and shoulders disappeared into the weapon and is EVA belt’s jets wedged him tightly into the barrel.

My good leg slammed into a broadcast dish, and I kicked off it and launched myself away from the plugged weapon. My body ached, and it felt as if my leg, or arm, or both might have been broken.

Seymour streaked into view, rising above the interdictor’s surface like a hawk in an updraft. He rushed toward me as I floated over the ship’s armor, my uninjured arm stretched out ahead of me.

The automated weapon system with Morl inside fired when it caught sight of Seymour.

An apocalyptic flash blinded me for a moment, and my body screamed in agony as I whipped through space.

I was dying. I was dead.

But, at least I’d turned off the interdictor’s dish. Seymour could escape with the princesses. I’d done the best I could. It had to be enough.

And then the pain intensified and dragged me back from the grave’s edge as Seymour lashed his tentacles around my body and reeled in the galaxy’s most fucked up fish. He was already spinning into an evasive maneuver as he brought me aboard, and I watched the interdictor below us swinging its prow around to pursue.

The prison’s fuel silo exploded. A lance of flame brighter than a sun threw the interdictor into deep shadow. As the hole in Seymour’s hull shrank, I saw an intense pillar of flame blow through the interdictor’s hull.

Seymour spun away and his engine screamed as the prison transformed into a ball of seething fire.
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Chapter 18

A screaming tongue of flame followed us into the warp. A warbling scream echoed through my thoughts as we shifted realities, and the pain in my arm stretched into an infinite variety of hellish agonies. Shadowy rat creatures slithered around me, their sharp claws clicking against the remnants of my armor as their scabby tails twitched and curled around my arms, my legs. My throat.

I tried to crawl away from the half-seen beasts, but Seymour’s rigid tentacles held me locked in place. There was nowhere to run. No way to hide. As the panic swelled inside me, an inky blackness descended over everything I could see.

A moment of perfect darkness stretched into an eternity. Was that it? Had the fire followed us into the warp and destroyed us before we could escape? Was I dead?

I knew you could do it, Avatar. I’m proud of you. I chose you wisely, and together, we will conquer the universe.

Seymour’s voice was strange and stilted, but it was definitely him. The sound of his words in my thoughts pushed back the darkness and scared off the skittering nightmare creatures.

I hated the warp.

“Wait,” I said, staring up at Seymour’s ceiling. “You’re proud of me? What the fuck is this shit? You’ve been up my ass about how pathetic and worthless I am since the minute you kidnapped me!”

What? Would kissing your ass and jerking you off have motivated you to do the job that needed doing, Marine?

Seymour asked the question in a gruff, familiar voice that took me back nearly a decade. My Combat Instructor’s words knocked the wind out of me as easily as a sucker punch to the gut. For a moment, I wasn’t floating through space in the belly of a homicidal starship. I was a scrawny kid laying in the mud, my body weak and weary from the stress of basic training. I wasn’t a warrior who’d slaughtered his way through mercenaries, prison guards, and a pack of homicidal inmates to rescue a princess.

I was just a kid who needed to be pushed to unlock the strength inside him.

“You’re such a piece of shit,” I said. “I can’t believe you fucked with me like that.”

Believe it. I know what you need, Avatar. I know what you want, even before you know you want it. I will make you into the best version of you possible.

There was something almost comforting in Seymour’s words. The idea he was never going to let up, that he’d be constantly tormenting me to find the best inside me, was terrifying. But it was also nice to know I’d never be able to slack off and go soft. Maybe that was part of the reason I’d first joined the Marines. I knew I would become stronger, and I knew I’d help people who needed it.

If I could avoid going nuts while being Seymour’s avatar, I’d be the greatest warrior who ever lived.

“How are the princesses?” I asked.

They are fine. We’ve been in the warp for several hours, and they’ve been resting comfortably. They seem much more well-adjusted than you when it comes to space travel.

“And the rest of the Heresy agents who came with us?” I asked, afraid I already knew the answer.

They didn’t make it. Two of them were killed repelling a Dominion assault team. The others held the landing bay while we escaped. I assume they perished when the prison exploded.

Those weren’t the words I wanted to hear, and I ground my teeth in frustration. If I had come up with a better plan than blowing the place up, half those soldiers would still be alive

I can sense your anger, Avatar, but there is no point in dwelling on past mistakes. You did what needed to be done. The Heresy’s operatives would have died holding the bay against the Dominion forces even if the prison hadn’t exploded. They did what was required of them to protect their commander. It is the way of war.

“Doesn’t make it any more pleasant to know it was inevitable,” I grumbled, but I was grateful for Seymour’s absolution. “Wake up the princesses. We need to talk about the next steps.”

Rather than letting the ladies come to me, Seymour adjusted his tentacles into the comfy chair configuration and moved me to the bridge. He was careful to keep coils wrapped around my wounded arm, and I hoped the Heresy had some fantastic medical tricks to fix me up. I did not relish the thought of spending a few weeks in traction and a few months in casts while I pulled myself back together the old-fashioned way.

The sisters rose from the chairs Seymour had made for them as I entered the bridge. They stood side by side, and I was amazed at how much they looked alike despite their differences. Myrin’s tightly braided hair was the exact same shade as Kira’s flowing mane. Despite Kira’s perfectly smooth skin, her face was more like Myrin’s scarred features than not. Where Myrin was all hard muscle and taut sinew, Kira was soft and sleek, but they were still, somehow, almost identical.

And the sisters’ eyes held the same sharp promise of fierce courage and indomitable will.

And all four were focused on me with laser intensity.

Well. This is awkward. The females seem to be angry with you.

I tapped my earpiece to tune it to the frequency we’d been using, and a whisper of static rose and fell.

“We need to talk about the kisses you have given both of us,” Kira said as her eyes narrowed.

“Kira,” I said as my heart slammed in my chest. “Myrin. Did you see that shit? We fucking did it. We’re a hell of a team, am I right?” I didn’t know what dynamic the beautiful sisters had, but I didn’t want to come between them.

“Jay Lucas,” Myrin started, but Kira cut her off.

“You know his name?” she growled. “It took him forever to tell me his name.”

A moment of frosty silence stretched through Seymour’s bridge. The twins stared at me until I couldn’t stand the silence any longer.

“I needed Myrin to trust me,” I said. “It seemed like the best way to establish rapport. If she knew my name—”

“It’s a terrible name, anyway,” Myrin said. “It’s so short. And chunky.”

“Jay Lucas,” Kira said, and her face turned sour.

“Jay. Lucas,” Myrin echoed.

And then they both started laughing so hard they had tears in their eyes.

“What the fuck?” I asked, a whirling storm of relief and confusion whipping through my thoughts like a twister through a trailer park.

The twins leaned against one another for a moment, then crossed the bridge to stand on either side of me.

“Your armor,” Kira said, her cheeks flushed and her eyes wide. “Can you take off your ridiculous helmet so we can see your face?”

“If you’re planning to poke my eyes out,” I said, “I won’t be pleased.”

“Take it off,” Myrin growled.

“Easy, tiger,” I said as the mask peeled away from my face and the rest of my body. “There, are you two happy?”

“Happy-ish,” Kira said as she took my injured hand. “Thank you.”

Myrin took my other hand and squeezed it.

“We’ve been thinking,” Kira said. “We’ve all been through a lot. Emotions were running high.”

“Very high,” Myrin interjected, her voice husky. “Very.”

“And maybe,” Kira said, “maybe we all got a little out of hand.”

“And maybe we were all feeling pretty fucking grateful Jay kicked a bunch of alien ass and got everyone out of the deep shit we were in,” I added.

“And maybe that’s okay,” Myrin said. “Neither of us have ever felt this way about anyone before, Jay Lucas. We will need some time to adjust, so we’ll keep you around a bit longer.”

“How very gracious of you, princesses,” I said with a grin. “I’m so glad you decided to consider my value to you instead of killing me for kissing your sister.”

I can still dump them in deep space, Jay. I predict this will save you a lot of grief in the future.

“Not yet,” Kira said with a ghost of a smile. “You’re far too useful to banish and killing you seems like a waste of a potential ally.”

“The Heresy needs you, Jay Lucas,” Myrian said. “We won’t be responsible for sending you away. Who knows what kind of trouble you’d cause us if you worked for some mercenary company.”

They laughed, but my mind held a bit of worry. Morl was dead, but the rest of the Howling Legion was still out there. I was confident the Dominion would tell them all about what a bad boy I’d been. Eventually, they’d come looking for me. What a mess that was going to be.

“At least I still have my job,” I said. “But what about…”

I let the words trail off, not sure how to approach the subject of our unusual relationship.

“We’ll let it work itself out,” Kira said. She squeezed my injured hand, and I winced. “It looks like you’ll need some time to recover before you’re worth much to us on that front, anyway.”

My mouth dropped open as I struggled to find a response.

“Do not be so shocked, Jay Lucas,” Myrin said with a wicked smile. “In your condition, you’d be no match for either of us.”

“Or both of us,” Kira said with a wink. “We’re very energetic.”

Never forget you’d never have gotten the girls without me. Consider them as a prize for serving as my Avatar, Jay.

I couldn’t help but laugh at Seymour’s emotional pivot, and the princesses raised their eyebrows at the sound.

“Something funny?” Myrin asked me.

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” I said. “I’m just glad to be alive, and I’m glad to be here with both of you.”

“We’ve got a lot of work to do,” Kira said as she gently stroked the back of my wounded hand. “You may not be so eager after you hear our plans.”

I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. The future unspooled in front of me, a bright place shot through with threads of darkness and danger. I was so far from home, and yet it had been a very long time since I felt like I belonged anywhere more than I did between Myrin and Kira.

And, hey, if a pair of gorgeous twin princesses ask you to help them save the galaxy, you can’t say no.

Rest, Jay.

You’re going to need it.

There are more souls to harvest and infinite power to gain.

End of book 1
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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 2 comes out. They also won’t tell you when book 3, 4, or 5, 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:

USA

UK

Germany

Australia

Canada

 

To find out more about Michael-Scott and his novels please visit:

www.michaelscottearle.com
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