
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Retribution

      Lucky's Mercs | Book 1

    

    




      
        Joshua James

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Preface

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Get Exclusive Lucky Material

      

      
        Please Leave a Review

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Preface

          

        

      

    

    
      This is the first book in a new standalone series set in the Lucky’s Marines universe. You don’t need to read that series to enjoy this one, although the final book provides some additional background. These events take place three months after the conclusion of Lucky At Last.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        LUCKY’S MARINES

        (Available on Kindle Unlimited)

      

        

      
        Lucky Universe

        Lucky Legacy

        Lucky Empire

        Lucky Forever

        Lucky Invasion

        Lucky Revenge

        Lucky Justice

        Lucky Bastard

        Lucky At Last

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Get the prequel

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Lucky Shot]
          
        

      

      Join the Reader Crew and get a free copy of LUCKY SHOT, the prequel to the Lucky’s Marines series. You won’t believe what Lucky was like before he was lucky! Click below to download your copy:

      

      
        
        www.LuckyShotBook.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Blight slid silently through the trees, the darkness enveloping him, as he listened to the men below bicker.

      “We need to keep moving,” the white-haired man said at last. They were on a small hill, with one of the few openings in the trees where they could look back and see where they’d come from. A small base with a solitary short, fat building in the center, surrounded by a tall perimeter fence, was lit brightly. Flashing red klaxons were going off everywhere on the base. They could see the activity from here.

      “I thought you said we were safe here, Cal,” the pudgy one, who was named Kerry, replied.

      “And now I’m saying we have to keep moving. We need more distance from the lab.”

      “Can’t they just send a ship up here?” Kerry asked.

      “Not under total lockdown. There’ll be power drain nets everywhere. Nothing flies in or out.”

      “Where the hell is Private what’s-his-name?” the tall one asked. “He was right behind me.”

      The others spun around to look. “He left us?” Kerry asked.

      “He’s probably scouting ahead,” Cal said.

      “Damn asshole Marine’s supposed to be watching our backs,” the first man said angrily. “We aren’t even armed!”

      “Calm down, Jacobs. I’m armed,” Cal said, revealing a plasma pistol in his unsteady hand.

      “Well, now I feel better,” Jacobs said.

      From the treetops, Blight decided to help them find their missing man. He dropped the dead body and watched as it silently tumbled through the air. The impact sent blood splattering on the white coats the men wore.

      “Holy shit,” Jacobs said, almost falling backwards. His gaze shot upward, but Blight had already receded into the darkness.

      “Oh God,” Kerry gasped, choking on the words caught in his throat. “What happened to his face?” He fell forward on his knees and threw up.

      Blight hadn’t realized he’d mutilated the man’s face. He wasn’t sure why he’d done it. It was the anger in this body he’d chosen. That was a problem, he knew. It would cloud his judgment.

      Jacobs nudged the body of the dead Marine over. He shook his head. “This is his work,” he whispered. “He’s here.”

      “How?” Kerry asked, his voice rising toward panic. “How could he be here?”

      Cal shook his head slowly as he, too, scanned the treetops. “It can’t be him,” he said firmly. “The Marines said they had him contained in the lab.”

      “They told us what we wanted to hear,” Jacobs said darkly.

      “We didn’t do anything wrong,” Kerry blubbered, rocking back and forth, vomit all down the front of his white lab coat. “We didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “I sure as hell didn’t do anything wrong,” Jacobs said. “I did my job. So why aren’t the damn aggro bastards with guns doing theirs? They wanted this damn thing. They can kill it.”

      “Shut up,” Cal hissed at both of them. “Nobody did anything wrong. He got what he deserved.”

      Blight silently dropped down behind Jacobs. He twisted the man in half before he knew what was happening. There was no scream. No struggle. Precious little blood. Blight tossed him down the side of the hill and out of sight.

      Rather than slip away, Blight chose to reveal himself.

      Cal spun around and pulled the trigger on his pistol, firing wildly. After a dozen pulses, the weapon went silent in his hand as it started a recharge cycle. He opened his clenched-shut eyes. They grew huge as Blight walked calmly toward him.

      “Easier to hit something with your eyes open,” Blight said.

      “No,” Cal whispered.

      Blight ripped the recharging gun from Cal’s trembling fingers and smashed his teeth in. Cal staggered back, holding his mouth as blood dripped down past the Empire-issued security patch on his lab coat. Blight reached out and casually flicked Cal’s head around. There was an audible snap as his head twisted around to face backward, and his limbs went limp. Blight held him aloft to admire his handiwork. He looked better this way.

      “I guess you got what you deserved,” Blight said.

      He dropped Cal and turned to Kerry, who was still cowering on his knees, rocking back and forth, eyes shut tight. Blight took him by his hair and raised him to his feet. “Who else?”

      Kerry only whimpered. Blight shook him. “Who else, Kerry?”

      At the use of his name, Kerry’s eyes flew open and he gasped, but at least he seemed to gain some control of his senses. “Who else what?”

      “Who else knows about me?”

      “I don’t—”

      Blight shook him hard.

      “I don’t know,” Kerry said, crying again.

      “Who would know?”

      “Doctor Eden,” he sputtered. “He ran the project. The whole project. He knew what was happening. He knew everything about … about you.”

      “And where can I find this Doctor Eden?”

      Even before Kerry’s crying eyes slipped down to look at the crumpled old man with his head facing the wrong way in a puddle of blood, Blight knew the answer. His badge said Dr. Cal Eden.

      That temper. This is what it gets you.

      Cal’s brain would still have electrical signals, but the data was now impossible to extract.

      Blight twisted Kerry until he faced him directly. “I need to know what you know.” Blight formed one of his fingers into a long extraction needle.

      “I’ll tell you anything!” Kerry stuttered, staring at the sharp point.

      “I don’t have time for that,” Blight said. He jerked the head of the sniveling man back. “This will hurt.”

      Kerry screamed in terror as Blight sank the needle through his eyeball, past the socket, and into the still-functioning brain beyond.

      Blight closed his eyes and saw the contours of the mind, and began to quickly parse the data, looking for the information he so desperately needed.
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      Sergeant Lucky Savage felt cold metal against the back of his neck and shivered. His hands, bound behind his back and to his feet, tensed.

      “It seems like maybe we got off on the wrong foot here,” Lucky said, staring forward at the rear hatch of the hovertrain. They were in the back cabin, and he could see the canopy of red alien trees just beyond the blue energy ribbon that the hovertrain was traveling along. The energy ribbon ran high above the trees, suspended on evenly-spaced power trusses well above the canopy, which was itself more than a hundred feet above the world of Dufana. “I’m new to this whole private enterprise thing. Maybe we could make some kind of arrangement that would be beneficial to all of us?”

      A foul-smelling face slid up next to Lucky. It wasn’t human, not exactly. There were all the features that Lucky would be looking for in a face, but it was pulled taut, like someone had been making a face and decided to just wrap it up in plastic and call it a day.

      The flat, open nostrils were the most disturbing. Not just because they were smashed back against the face and wide open, and not because they were oversized for the face, like horse nostrils on a human. No, it was because the creature ate, drank, and, most disturbingly, spoke out of the nostrils, too.

      Technically they were called Hooti, but Lucky found it pretty understandable why everyone just called them boogers.

      “We are done talking, hooman,” the creature said, his voice impossibly nasal and echoing in the large, open car.

      “What was your name again?” Lucky asked, trying to sound as nonchalant as he could with a weapon at the back of his neck.

      The blaster shifted a bit in the creature’s four-fingered hand. The Hooti looked more like horses that stood on their hind legs. Skinny legs, hairy thick body, and a tail that swished around with what seemed like a mind of its own.

      “I’m Ick-rjrid-dixi-sos,” the creature said.

      “Sorry I asked,” Lucky said. “Can I just go with Ick?” There were more than a dozen of the Hooti looking on, but it was clear that this one was the leader of the group.

      “I’m not with him,” interjected the man who was to Lucky’s left. He called himself Knives, and was similarly bound and on his knees. “I’m just trying to help out with a job.”

      Knives turned around, or tried to, but the surprised Hooti behind him smashed his blaster in the back of his head. “Ouch!” Knives shouted. “Son of a bitch, that hurt!”

      Lucky tut-tutted. “You just can’t get good help these days,” he said. “Know what I mean, Ick?” As he said it, he slid the EMP flashbang grenade down into his hand. Knives’ little performance had done the job of distracting everyone for a moment.

      “There are no jobs here,” the nasally voice screamed as Ick turned back to Lucky. “This is our planet. We don’t allow hoomans here.”

      “Oh, is that a fact?” Lucky glanced to his right. Xe Jiang, a former Empire Marine turned privateer, like Lucky, was similarly tied up. Her compact, muscular frame put her a few inches below eye-level. “You hear that, Jiang? I told you we were on the wrong planet.”

      “I guess we can just be on our way,” Jiang said.

      “We kill all hoomans we see,” Ick said.

      “Now that seems a bit unfair,” Lucky said.

      “And also hypocritical,” said Jiang. “Since you haven’t killed us yet.”

      Knives leaned forward. “Really, Jiang?”

      “Here’s the thing,” Lucky said. “I have a few questions for you. Before you kill us, that is.”

      Lucky spun around on his knees so fast that Ick hardly had time to react. As he did it, he dropped the grenade behind him and kicked it to activate it.

      Ick’s gun was now pointed at Lucky’s forehead. Lucky waited for the grenade to go off.

      And waited.

      His smile started to fade. A sick thought crept into his mind. The back hatch was open. Had he inadvertently kicked the flashbang out of the cab? The flashbang was similar to an EMP, but had a more limited range. It should kill any weapon that wasn’t hardened within a few dozen feet. But if he’d kicked it right off the train—

      A bright flash and loud explosion just beyond the hatch told him that if he hadn’t kicked it out, it was damn close. But it should do the job.

      He hoped.

      Lucky heard a sickly wet sound that he realized belatedly must be what the Hooti laugh sounded like. “Is that the best you can do?” Ick hissed as he shoved the blaster hard into Lucky’s forehead. “Kill them,” he said to the others as he pulled the trigger.

      Nothing happened. Lucky glanced from side to side and saw that the Hooti behind Knives and Jiang were similarly mashing down on their triggers with little effect.

      Lucky exhaled loudly. He hadn’t realized he was holding his breath.

      Ick looked incredulous, or what Lucky guessed was the Hooti equivalent of it, as he pulled the trigger of the blaster again and again. He seemed to notice at last that all his deputies had the same problem. “What is going on?” he huffed nasally.

      “Seems like you have a weapons issue,” Lucky said.

      The space inside the hovertrain was tight, but with the Hooti stepping back in confusion, Lucky could at least maneuver a bit.

      Lucky jerked at the powered locks on his arms and legs, and they fell open easily. He spun around, leaping to his feet as Jiang did the same next to him.

      Knives slowly stood and rubbed the back of his neck. “That really hurt,” he said. “Just so you all know, I’m going to kill you very slowly.”

      “No you’re not,” Lucky said. He’d pulled open a concealed tray on the side of his combat suit and pulled out his old punch pistol. It wasn’t as powerful as the pulse rifle he was used to, but it would do in a pinch, certainly against a group of Hooti who’d suddenly realized that none of their weapons worked. The Hooti began to backtrack toward the opposite side of the cab.

      His plan was working. He couldn’t actually remember a time in his former life as a Frontier Marine that one of his plans had actually worked.

      Maybe being a mercenary wasn’t going to be so bad after all.

      Jiang pulled open a similar tray on her combat suit and pulled out two more punch pistols. She threw one to Knives, who caught it and spun around and fired in one motion.

      “Knives, dammit!” Lucky shouted. “I told you not to…uh…kill anyone.”

      Knives was staring at his punch pistol. He’d pulled the trigger, but it did nothing but click. “What the hell?”

      “Hey,” he said, throwing a dirty look at Lucky. “I thought ours were supposed to work.”

      Lucky frowned down at the punch pistol in his hand, then glanced over at Jiang.

      They each pointed and fired at the nearest Hooti.

      Nothing happened.

      “You Marines act like you’re so damn smart!” raved Knives. “But what are we supposed to do now, smartasses?”

      Lucky had never thought he was smart. This was probably why.

      The Hooti, who now realized that the humans didn’t have working weapons either, began to pull out blades. At least one had what looked like a bat with spikes on it.

      So much for the plan.

      “Go to Plan B,” Lucky said.

      Ick snorted, raising a large blade in front of his ugly face as he advanced on Lucky.

      “Plan B?” Knives shouted. “What the hell is that?”

      Before Lucky could answer, Jiang shot past him like a spring uncoiling. “Improvise,” she screamed.
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        * * *

      

      “Looks like you’re running from something, General,” Lucky said, glancing through the windows of the nondescript conference room in which he was sitting. Beyond was an equally nondescript Empire stackshack, the kind of simple, fast-construction facility that Lucky was used to spending plenty of downtime in. There were boxes everywhere. A handful of soldiers kept coming and going, grabbing boxes as they went.

      Just beyond the far hatch that led out to the landing pad where his ship, Last Gasp, was idling, he could see hoverbeds piled high with the same nondescript boxes. And beyond those, the giant mechanical legs of huge 80-foot-tall robomechs were swinging gear and equipment into the belly of an enormous transport ship. It looked big enough to just pick up the whole stackshack and throw it in. And at the fast, careless pace they were going, Lucky wouldn’t put it past them.

      “It’s moving day on planet Dufana,” grunted the general sitting across from him, without looking up from the data tablet he was reviewing on his makeshift desk. Lucky assumed that General Guss Brandish of the Empire’s 78th Legion had once had a desk, not to mention an office, befitting his rank, but they must have already packed that one away, and he was left with the comical folding table instead.

      “You don’t say,” Lucky said. “And it’s such a nice world. All overgrown and alien-infested.”

      It was, of course, a shithole. Like most worlds the Empire chose for their deep skunkworks projects, which Lucky was sure this was, they wanted to do their little experiments away from the prying eyes of the rest of the universe. Almost everything that thrived here had been brought over by the Hooti aliens relocating through a great rift in space that had been opened in a war with another alien species years ago. The less said about that, the better.

      The general put the tablet down and looked up. “From what I understand, you’re the one doing the running away, Mr. Savage.”

      “Ouch,” Rocky snickered from somewhere in his thoughts. “You’d think the reason I can read your mind is because I’m in your head, but you’re just that easy to read.”

      “Not helpful,” Lucky replied.

      “Not trying to be.”

      Rocky, his AI copilot, lived in a neural pocket in his brain, put there by a bunch of Empire white coats the day he’d become a Frontier Marine. She controlled the nanobots coursing through his blood. She’d also control his drones, if he had any left. Unfortunately, once you retired from the service, they didn’t let you take all the toys with you, but they didn’t mind leaving the chatty AI in your head. The echo chamber, a mental construct that allowed communication, never closed.

      “Well, we’re all running from something,” Lucky said to the four-star sitting across from him. Nothing like a good fortune-cookie platitude in a pinch, he thought.

      “Well played,” Rocky echoed. “This battle of wits is over.”

      Brandish leaned back and gave Lucky a once-over.

      “So you’re Lucky Savage,” Brandish said.

      “Guilty as charged.”

      “The man responsible for this mess.”

      “Uh …”

      “It was your squad that was at Five Corners Station, was it not? The one that’s now destroyed, along with half the Empire fleet?”

      “Well, that’s not exactly—”

      “And where the Emperor was killed, along with our best and brightest from fleet command? And yet somehow,” Brandish stood, hands flat on the desk in front of him, “out of all that destruction, you and your squad did pretty well for themselves, didn’t you? Not a discharge or a separation. Not a rating reduction. Just a nice, honorable retirement handed down personally by the Queen.”

      “True, but—”

      “And what’s the first thing you do? Why, join private enterprise, of course. Making good money as a mercenary riding on the coattails of the Empire. And what luck! The Empire is in bad shape and looking to take on private contracts.”

      That last part wasn’t true, at least not for Lucky. His connections with the Empire hadn’t led to any contracts, unless you counted this meeting, which was quickly going in the wrong direction.

      Brandish glared at him for a long moment, then broke into a smile and sat back down. He chuckled. “Yeah, I can see what you’re running from.”

      “I’m starting to like this guy,” Rocky echoed.

      “Most of that isn’t exactly as bad as it sounds,” Lucky said.

      Brandish waved him away. “You can tell me another time over a beer or three, Mr. Savage. Right now, I don’t care about all that.”

      It was strange to be a civilian in the exchange with the general, although in some ways it was liberating. If Lucky was still a sergeant, he’d be just as in the dark about what the general wanted from him, but he’d have to do a lot more saluting and a lot less asking questions in the process. So this was half an improvement.

      “What I care about is simple. Can your people do the job?”

      Lucky nodded without hesitation. “Absolutely.” He waited a beat. “So what, exactly, is the job?”
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      Brandish looked at Lucky with amusement, but didn’t answer his question. He instead glanced at Jiang and Knives, who were sitting on either side of Lucky.

      “And you agree?”

      Jiang nodded slightly, her short-cropped hair unmoving. “If the job is reasonable, then sure,” she said. “We can do it.” When they were both still Frontier Marines, she’d once outranked Lucky for a time. Even after that changed, they both liked to joke that maybe she still did. She was certainly smarter than him, which Lucky knew Rocky would say didn’t mean much. The other Frontier Marine on his crew, Ethan Malby, was back on the ship, presumably indulging in his two favorite hobbies: talking shit and losing his temper.

      “Of course we can do the job,” Knives said, snorting to himself and rolling his eyes. “And seriously. Moving day? Please. More like panicked retreat day.”

      Rocky snickered appreciatively.

      His name was Knives. Like the two other members of the crew Lucky’d inherited who weren’t former Frontier Marines, Lucky didn’t know his real name, or much else about him. Lucky would have preferred not to bring him along at all, but it looked bad to not include one of the non-Empire members of the crew, and the other two weren’t interested in coming.

      Lucky was trying, and failing, to bring the team together. He knew a good team was like family. Unfortunately, the only family this crew reminded him of was his own, and that was no compliment.

      The skinny man wore an old off-the-shelf flak jacket everywhere he went. His pockmarked skin was contrasted by his dark brown dreadlocks. He had a short temper and a tendency to shoot first and ask questions later, which Lucky considered among his best qualities. He was also a whiny, selfish bitch who only looked out for himself and seemed to enjoy giving Lucky shit.

      Rocky loved him, of course.

      Brandish glanced at Knives, and then at Lucky. “Think you can keep your animals in check? We got enough problems with aliens on this planet.”

      Knives leaned forward in his chair to get up. “I’m not on a leash, old man.”

      Jiang put a firm hand on his shoulder and held him in his seat. “Easy.”

      Knives scowled at her and shook off her hand, but he kept his seat.

      It was a dick thing for Brandish to say, and Lucky actually would have preferred if Jiang had let Knives go. But then one of the armed Marines right outside the door would come in and make friends, and then they’d lose the contract.

      And they needed the contract.

      “Time to act all professional and shit,” Rocky offered.

      “We’re not military,” Lucky said. “So things can get a little saltier on my crew.”

      Brandish frowned. “You used to be military,” he said.

      “Guilty again,” Lucky said, trying to keep things light.

      “Not that you were the most disciplined man when you were in the service,” Brandish noted. “There are staggering amounts of carnage in that career of yours.”

      “And dozens of commendations,” Jiang said, crossing her arms. Lucky had no idea why Jiang still came to his defense time and again when he was such a useless piece of shit, but he was glad for it.

      Brandish regarded her coolly. “No doubt.”

      “So are we here for a contract or for you to ask for an Empire military discount?” Knives asked. Knives was a former Cardinal Order soldier, or so Lucky had gathered. He wasn’t too forthcoming with his information, but Lucky didn’t blame him. The general was right. They were all running from something, and Lucky didn’t want to know about his crew’s demons, lest they wanted to know about his.

      One thing Knives was clear about was not having an allegiance to anyone but himself. In that, at least, he was an open book.

      Brandish scowled. “You’re here because I invited you.” He scrolled through something on his data pad. “And I can give this contract to somebody else just as easily as I can give it to you.”

      Something heavy slammed to the ground outside, and they all turned to look. Out on the landing dock, one of the robomechs had dropped a huge crate. A stream of cursing and yelling accompanied a group of soldiers, who ran over and grabbed the damaged crate and started assessing what could be done.

      Knives rolled his eyes as he turned back around. “Fucking Empire,” he said under his breath. “You guys are really getting to be experts in retreat.”

      “So why did you select us?” Lucky said to Brandish.

      Jiang kicked his shin, and when he glanced over, her face told him to shut up.

      “The Company sent over the specs,” Brandish said with a shrug. “And you’re exactly what I’m looking for.”

      Lucky glanced back at Jiang, and could tell she was thinking the same thing. What the hell was he looking for?

      “If you got the money, we can do the job,” Knives said, suddenly interested in nothing else. He was a greedy bastard, too.

      “Fine,” Brandish said. “How does a million galactic standard credits sound?”

      Lucky felt his jaw drop. Knives looked like he might shit himself. Only Jiang managed some semblance of respectability. That was enough to replace every busted part on the Last Gasp three times over and still have plenty left for food and fuel. It was an outrageous amount of money, and it made Lucky instantly suspicious.

      “The Empire authorized that payment?” Lucky asked.

      “The payment is my call,” Brandish said.

      Lucky tried to read Brandish’s face, but his features gave nothing away. “What’s the job?” he asked again.

      Brandish smiled. “You don’t get the details until you accept the job.”

      “Bullshit,” Knives said.

      “We told the Company this,” Brandish said. “Maybe you should check with your employer.”

      The Company was what everyone called the Allied Merchants, who Lucky’s crew and half the rest of the mercenary crews in the universe worked contracts for. When Lucky had taken the job of running this crew, he’d been told that the Company was an unseen presence. A “hands-off partner” who wouldn’t interfere, and only take a small commission in return for helping with overhead costs and “the challenge of finding wars, skirmishes and disturbances for the modern professional soldier,” as if those were hard to come by.

      Lucky, of course, knew that was mostly bullshit now. Just like he knew shit-all about being a private contractor for the Empire, or for anybody else, for that matter. This was the first job he’d managed to actually land for his new crew since he’d retired from active service. The only help he’d gotten from the Company was not-so-subtle reminders that he needed to land something soon or he’d be on the hook for every credit they’d covered for him. It was like being in a universal pyramid scheme where the guys at the top didn’t do shit to help you sell the product, but got plenty pissed if you didn’t make them a commission.

      And also, the guys at the top were professional killers.

      He couldn’t say no to Brandish’s job even if he wanted to.

      Another huge mechanized leg passed by the hatch. Knives was right. It looked more like panicked retreat than anything. What would make four Empire legions suddenly decide to abandon a planet? The stackshack and the landing pad beyond were cheap, meant to use once and leave behind. But they looked new. This hadn’t been here long, and Lucky knew enough about the gear he saw being loaded outside to know it was part of something larger. There could be dozens of Empire outposts on this world.

      The whole thing smelled like shit.

      Brandish turned his tablet toward him. All it took was a fingerprint to confirm.

      Lucky reached out and tapped the tablet. “Can’t wait to get started.”
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      “Bottom line,” Brandish said, his demeanor completely changed, as if they were all friends now. “I don’t know what the hell command is thinking, and I don’t care. I get an order and I follow it. They say we pack up quick and get the hell off this planet, and that’s what we do.”

      Lucky knew that was true. Brandish might be a general, but he was in a chain of command just like everyone else.

      “So we’re helping with moving you off-planet?” Jiang asked.

      Brandish laughed. “This should be an easy job for you, but not that easy.”

      Knives leaned forward, clapping his hands together. “Easy money, I like the sound of that.”

      Brandish unfurled a paper map. Lucky had expected something a bit more sophisticated than that, and it must have shown on his face.

      “Networks are down,” Brandish said. He tapped the tablet in front of him. “This isn’t even linked. Nothing is. I don’t know the details, just know that we were to close down all connected networks and move double-time.”

      Lucky didn’t push for details. The Empire had gone from the imminent power in the galaxy to a wounded dog trying to stop the bleeding. This wouldn’t be the first project in the last few months to lose priority status.

      “I get that,” Lucky said. “But I don’t get us.”

      Brandish pointed at the paper map, his hand tracing a single line that ran down it like a ragged cut slicing through rock. “This is the only supply route that’s still operational to forward operating base Avalon, which is our only remaining active base on the planet.”

      Lucky looked at the symbols on the map. “A ribbon rider?”

      Brandish nodded.

      “What’s a ribbon rider?” Knives asked, betraying his lack of knowledge of Empire infrastructure. Then again, Lucky wouldn’t know what alternative projects there might be among the Cardinal Order. And since the Reds were crazy about retro gear, right down to the antique swords they liked the fight with ceremonially, who knew what they used?

      “It’s essentially a hovertrain,” Jiang said.

      “But it rides on an Empire energy ribbon,” Lucky said. “Similar to the ones that crisscross the interior spaces on our Armada-class ships.”

      “Your ships are weird,” Knives said.

      “The point is,” Jiang said, “the ribbon is like a beam of pure energy. It provides the energy bubble for the train to ride on. The train has its own internal power source for thrust, steering, and everything else it depends on.”

      “Thanks for the first-grade lecture. I know how a hovertrain works.”

      “Depending on the ribbon design,” Lucky said, “it can be more power than a starship engine produces across the entire length.”

      “They’re light and flexible,” Brandish shrugged. “That’s all we care about. The geography includes several near-vertical cliffs, and the FOB’s in a deep valley. Besides, we generally prefer to stay above the canopy of those red trees. They aren’t native fauna.”

      From space, Dufana looked red. This was owing to the alien trees that covered the planet like moss. Every major landmass on the planet was covered in the trees, which seemed to snuff out all native life and fostered its own internal fauna. The trees had huge, hundred-foot-tall trunks that sprouted no branches or growths of any kind. Then, at their very tops, they exploded with branches and blood-red blooms that created a vast, impenetrable canopy. To stand on Dufana proper was to be in perpetual twilight, the light from the three suns barely able to penetrate. Several alien subspecies lived below the canopy line, but nothing native to the planet. This was all alien, a planet infested and overtaken.

      “What about ships?” Jiang asked. “Aren’t you using starships to move materials?”

      Brandish nodded his head. “No computer systems, remember? We can’t run ships out there because they’re networked, and we can’t have that.”

      “What about old ships?” Jiang asked. “Non-networked ones?”

      Brandish frowned. “It’s academic. We’ve taken all our ships off-planet now, except those left here for final departure.”

      “So everything that ain’t bolted down is gone,” Knives said. “So what does the supply line matter?”

      “Everything isn’t gone,” Brandish said. “There are still valuable assets at Avalon that we’re trying to get evacuated.”

      Lucky shook his head. “General, I might not be in the employ of the Empire any longer, but this isn’t how we do it. Why would you have all your ships and most of your operations here closed and going off-planet when you still have assets at your FOB that you haven’t managed to recover yet?”

      Brandish smiled. “You’re right about this being a rushed clusterfuck, but you’re wrong if you think that’s not the new normal these days.”

      Lucky couldn’t believe the Empire had gone off the rails this badly this fast.

      “Look, let’s be honest,” Brandish said. “The reason you got this job is because you have some connections with the Empire. We’d like to have our soldiers doing this job. But in reality, we just don’t have soldiers to spare.”

      “So what’s the job?” Lucky asked.

      Brandish pointed at the map again. “That’s the job.”

      Lucky frowned. “The ribbon rider?”

      “It’s simple. You’re just going to be glorified security guards. We have one last shipment outbound to Avalon. Everything else here, including myself and most of this shit you see around you, will be in orbit tonight. We’ll have a skeleton crew on a single hauler waiting for this ribbon rider. You drop off at Avalon, pick up the last assets, and come back. When it gets here, it loads and goes,” Brandish said, pointing to the heavens above.

      “And all of this?”

      “Burndown protocol,” Brandish said. “We nuke the FOB from orbit.”

      “Shit,” said Knives. “What the hell?”

      “This is crazy,” Jiang said.

      Lucky had to agree. “It’s one thing to run away. It’s another thing to nuke things as you go like it’s a damn crime scene.”

      Brandish smiled and leaned forward. “Yeah, it really makes you think, doesn’t it? What the hell were they doing out there in Avalon?”

      Lucky frowned. “It’s a damn skunkworks, isn’t it?”

      Brandish opened his hands. “Bingo.”

      “Son of a bitch,” Jiang said.

      Now it was Knives’ turn to look confused again. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “It means white coats,” Lucky said. He glanced at Knives. “Empire scientists. Top secret projects.” He looked back at Brandish. “Probably weapons tech.”

      Brandish again shrugged. “You know how this works.”

      And Lucky did. Brandish wouldn’t know shit. Nobody ever knew what the scientists were up to, until it went to shit and the Marines had to come in and fix it.

      On the plus side, at least now he was getting paid to go in and clean up the mess.

      “So you have no idea what cargo we’re escorting on that ribbon rider, do you?”

      Brandish frowned. “I have some ideas, but generally speaking, no.”

      “So why do you need us to secure it?” Knives said. “No offense, but it seems like you’re overpaying for security guards.”

      “Because,” Brandish said, “we have a problem with aliens stealing our shit. And you assholes are gonna stop them.”
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      Lucky walked out of the stackshack and across the docking bay with too many questions swirling in his head. He barely registered if Knives and Jiang were with him as he reached the Last Gasp.

      He didn’t like anything that Brandish had had to say after he laid out the job. The details were so scant he might as well have just not bothered asking questions. The answers were all variations on “don’t know, don’t care, none of your business, and shouldn’t you be going?”

      “Any of that a problem for you?” Lucky echoed.

      “Other than the fact that he couldn’t explain why the Hooti were suddenly interested in the hovertrain, why it was worth a bazillion credits to protect it, or why he was so sure it was going to happen again?” Rocky echoed. “No, I don’t have a problem with any of it.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      “But what are you gonna do?” Rocky asked.

      “Well, I don’t just have to follow orders anymore,” Lucky said.

      “I think the Company might have a problem with you deciding not to honor a contract.”

      Lucky shook his head. He did that sometimes when he was in discussion with his AI. “No, I’m going to honor the contract. I’m just going to get some answers, too.”

      “Uh-oh,” Rocky said.

      “What?”

      “Your heart rate just elevated,” she said. “Did you just get an idea?”

      “Don’t be an ass,” he said.

      “I knew it!” she said. “You do have an idea. God help us.”

      Lucky stepped down the ladder from the central section of the Last Gasp and into the main bay, where he found the rest of his crew waiting for them to return.

      The gunship had three levels. The top was the pilot’s nest. It wasn’t much larger than the cockpit of one of the dropships that Lucky was used to riding around in, but it did have a better view of everything outside the ship. The central was a small recovery room, and the excuse they were using for quarters. The bottom was the main cargo bay. It was the only place big enough for them all to get together.

      “Well?” Malby asked. “You get the scoop?”

      Lucky glanced around, making sure that Jiang and Knives were here now too. “Listen up. Here’s the mission.”

      “It’s called a job,” Knives interjected.

      “Seriously,” Jiang said, “do you have to bitch about everything? And I thought Malby was the biggest pain in the ass in the universe.”

      “You can’t shame him,” Spider said. “He crawled out of his mother bitching.”

      Spider was tall and lanky, with short black hair and big expressive eyes. Cocky and smart, she was part of the package deal that included Knives and Merlin. Like them, Lucky had no idea what her real name was, or what demons had chased her into this line of work.

      “I just don’t like this military bullshit,” Knives said. “It’s a contract. A job. We aren’t soldiers on a mission. The sooner you new guys get that, the better for all of us.”

      “The new guys saved your ass back at Five Corners Station,” Malby said.

      “We saved your asses first,” Knives said.

      “Oh, right,” Malby said. “Yeah, okay, even.”

      Jiang looked over at Malby. “Is this your idea of helping?”

      “Umm, yes?” Malby shrugged, running a hand through his short-cropped blond hair. “I don’t give a damn. Honestly, I don’t really care what we call this. I just want something to do. I’m bored.”

      “That’s a good reason to go get killed,” Merlin deadpanned. “Because you’re bored.”

      Merlin seldom felt the need to speak, which was fine by Lucky, because something about his downer voice drove him nuts. He was an open cyborg. His hands and legs were both metallic. He had pincer hands that could swap out with an array of weapons and lock picks. At one point he’d had human hands, but he’d lost them long ago.

      “See? Metal nuts over there gets it,” Malby said.

      “So what’s the mission?” Spider asked, purposefully looking at Knives while she said it.

      The skinny man rolled his eyes.

      “Glorified security guards,” Lucky said, seeing no reason to sugarcoat it. “The Empire is pulling out in a hurry. They already took all their heavy lifters from their main forward operating base, so they’re using a ribbon rider to bring the rest of the supplies out. Apparently they have a problem with thieves.”

      “Thieves?” Malby said. “What kind of thieves?”

      Lucky shrugged. “The alien kind. They’ve started attacking the supply lines as they pack up to get off this rock.”

      “And lemme guess,” Merlin said. “The Empire is more or less off the world, so they don’t have troops to station on the trains to protect them.”

      “Bingo,” Knives said, happily interrupting Lucky. “Those Empire rats are abandoning ship, and we have to keep the valuables safe for them.”

      “That’s more or less it,” Lucky sighed.

      “What’s the cargo?” Malby asked.

      “Don’t know, don’t care,” Knives said. “And you better learn not to, either.”

      “Lemme guess,” Jiang said. “Because that’s part of the job.”

      “See, you’re getting it, darlin’,” Knives said.

      “Call me darlin’ one more time, bitch,” Jiang said.

      “Dar—”

      “Shut up, Knives,” Spider said.

      “Or?” Knives said, raising his chin and taking a step toward Jiang. She responded by letting her hand slide casually down to her utility belt.

      “Or we just drop you off right now,” Spider said from behind Knives. “Let you figure out what’s good for a former Red bastard on this rock.”

      “Big words from a wanted Empire fugitive,” Spider said darkly.

      “One fabulous team you have here,” Rocky echoed. “Really top-notch.”

      “So, we’re agreed we’re in this mission together, then?” Lucky sighed. “And we can try to do it without killing each other?”

      “Job,” Knives insisted. “And sure. I won’t get any of us killed. Not sure about the rest of you assholes.”

      “We get the job done,” Spider said. “You’ll see.”

      “Good,” Lucky said. “Because the mission is a bit more involved than what Knives described.”

      Knives whipped his head around. “What the hell does that mean?” he asked. “I was there. That’s the job. We protect the cargo.”

      “Yeah,” said Lucky. “We’re going to do that.”

      “I hear a ‘but’ coming,” Jiang said.

      “But we’re going to get some answers, too,” Lucky said.

      Knives made a face. “We’re going to get some … What the hell does that mean?”

      “I wanna know what these alien bastards are up to. Maybe we can figure out what the Empire’s up to out here, too.”

      Knives looked apoplectic. “This isn’t how it works! We do the job. That’s it. We don’t do extra stuff just because.”

      “Funny, it seems to me we are doing the job,” Lucky said. “We’re going to protect the cargo on those trains.” He paused, then slowly looked around the group. “We’re just also going to get a little intel on what’s going on here.”

      Spider crossed her arms. “Dickface isn’t exactly wrong,” she said, nodding at Knives. “We just do the job. Tobin used to say it was bad for business to get too nosy.”

      Tobin had been the previous crew boss. Then he’d gotten dead, along with his XO, and Lucky wasn’t sure either death wasn’t his own fault. If he was honest, that was part of the reason he’d taken the job. He felt like he owed them.

      “I get that,” Lucky said. “But I’m not Tobin, and I think we do need to get some answers, because I don’t trust the Empire not to hang us out to dry.” He paused. “I think we all know that’s happened in the past, and that was before the Empire was a busted flush.”

      “Makes sense to me,” Jiang said, forever in Lucky’s corner.

      Anybody got a problem with this?”

      “Yes,” Knives said immediately.

      “Anybody else got a problem with it?”

      Spider put her hands on her hips but said nothing. Lucky knew enough about Merlin at this point to know that he’d go along with Spider. And Malby just wanted some action.

      “Good,” Lucky said. “Not turning back now.”

      “So you got a plan for this?” Spider asked.

      Malby snorted with laughter. “Lucky doesn’t do plans.”

      Lucky smiled sheepishly. “Actually, this time I have a plan.”

      Jiang furrowed her brow. “You do?”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence, guys,” Lucky said. He turned to Malby. “I need a tech specialist. Know any?”

      “What do you need, exactly?” Malby asked suspiciously.

      “Do you have any flashbangs?”

      “Of course. What do you need those for?”

      “We’re gonna lure our alien friends in, fry their electronics, and get some answers. Or at least, we see what these alien bastards are up to.”

      “A little short on details,” Knives said.

      “We’ll figure it out.”

      Spider shrugged. “It’s more of a plan than we usually have.”

      “Same teams as before. Knives and Jiang with me on the train. Malby with Spider and Merlin on the ship. You’ll come pick us up once we have our answers.”

      “Aw, man,” Malby said. “I don’t want to be on the ship again. I need something to do.”

      “We’ll find something for you to shoot,” Lucky said.

      “Promise?”

      “This plan will work,” Lucky echoed. “Right?”

      “About as well as they all do, I suspect,” Rocky said.
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      Lucky’s plan had turned out to be a disaster, but he didn’t understand how. The combat suits that he and Jiang were wearing should have shielded their guns. The flashbang didn’t have the juice to penetrate them. It wasn’t possible.

      He threw down the dead punch pistol and rushed at the first Hooti who had a weapon. It was a large knife about the size of Lucky’s arm, and serrated, with sharp teeth on it.

      The creature swung at Lucky wildly, clearly an amateur with the weapon. He swung back again, opening up his body as he did so.

      Lucky jumped in and smashed down right on the elbow joint of the alien arm holding the knife. Contrary to how it might appear to someone who didn’t know Empire gear, Lucky wasn’t actually wearing one of the powerful combat suits that he’d worn when he was an active Frontier Marine. Those suits would include drones and advanced connections with the nanobots in his blood so that he could bond with the suit.

      But the clunky thing he was wearing still provided plenty of support, including hardened blast-resistant plating, which came in handy—for smashing down hard on alien arms, for example.

      The Hooti screamed out its nostril mouth, covering Lucky’s face in shit that he’d rather not think about—a helmet that wasn’t a glorified hat, that was another thing he missed about his old combat gear—and dropped the knife.

      But the four-fingered claw-like hand of the Hooti was a more impressive weapon than his own hand, and as Lucky tried to dive for the fallen knife, the Hooti dug its other claw into his shoulder. Lucky felt a bloom of pain where the sharp claws cut right through his shoulder.

      “Easy,” Rocky snapped. “I don’t have as much organic material to work with without a combat suit.”

      Lucky’s complex nanobot soup could help him regenerate fast, but it was designed to work in tandem with a powerful combat suit.

      “Thanks for the tip,” Lucky said as he grabbed the knife and rolled over just before the Hooti managed to kick him in the ribs. He didn’t know if the power of the legs was equivalent to those of a horse, but he wasn’t keen to find out.

      The Hooti tried to slam its claw down on him again, but this time he was ready and slashed backward along the same direction. He caught the claw just behind the opposable thumb and sliced it clean off.

      The Hooti barked in surprise. Before it could even pull back, Lucky had already plunged the blade right though its neck. He twisted the knife, took a beat, then yanked it clear, sending the creature’s head toppled off its chubby body.

      The rest of it crumbled into a huge mass of undulating fur and kicking legs. Lucky didn’t know much about this creature’s physiology, but he felt pretty confident that it would struggle without a head.

      He spun around to find Jiang looking back at him, a bat with lots of spikes on it in her hand and a Hooti with its head smashed into a thick pulpy paste at her feet.

      “This plan sucks,” she said.

      “Look out!” shouted Knives as he went flying across the small space. A Hooti ran after him, trying to dive to step on him.

      It either didn’t see Jiang, or didn’t understand why Knives was running toward her. Either way, just as Knives went diving to the ground, Jiang swung her bat and connected with the creature, right in the head.

      It spun wildly through the air, and Lucky had to duck to avoid one of its limp claws from hitting him as it pirouetted and landed flat on the ground, its head sporting a huge bloody gash.

      The move probably saved his life, because in that same moment, a Hooti that Lucky realized was Ick swung a blade through the air where his head had been. Ick screamed, and spit and snot flew out of his nose-mouth as he ran at Lucky, trying to run him through like meat on a spit.

      Lucky’d always pictured Rocky’s trillions of nano-minions inside his mind as tiny spiders: laying down impossible webs of targeting data, defensive positions, and operational information every trillionth of a second. For better or worse, his head was full of pattern-recognition wetware that never turned off.

      In this moment, the spiders tracked the trajectory of the blade and Lucky slid carefully around it, allowing it to bounce harmlessly off the sides of his combat gear and allowing Ick to come toward him, his own momentum now working against him.

      Ick’s big eyes grew even bigger as he realized that he was going to rush headlong into Lucky’s knife, but at the last second, Lucky spun the knife around and instead grabbed Ick by the collar of thick fur at his neck and spun him around, holding the knife to his throat.

      “Call them off,” he said calmly, “or you get to go headless with the rest of them.”

      In truth, there weren’t that many left. Jiang had managed to kill two of them and leave another holding its bloody head, Knives had somehow managed to smash another one headfirst into the side of the small compartment. It was lying flat, and Lucky wasn’t certain it was breathing.

      And then there was the headless body that Lucky had left behind.

      “Stop!” Ick cried to the remaining handful of Hooti.

      Most of them had already stopped as Lucky had grabbed Ick and put the knife to his neck. But the rest of them paused now as well.

      “Now then,” Lucky said. “Let’s try this again, shall we? You wanted to ask us questions. Well, now, I have a couple. Why are you attacking these hovertrains?” He stamped on the ground. “Before the Empire went tits up, you guys had to be getting along okay. So what’s changed? You have to understand the Empire is leaving. Why provoke them?”

      “Uh, Lucky?” Jiang asked.

      Lucky ignored her. He could see that Ick was about to talk.

      “We had to,” Ick said, his voice straining against the headlock that Lucky had him in, and against the knife itself. He started to tremble.

      “Why?” Lucky said, knowing the tremble was a sure sign that he was getting through. He allowed the knife to start to cut into Ick’s fur.

      “What the shit is going on?” Knives asked loudly.

      “He’s about to explain shit to us,” Lucky said, annoyed. Then he realized that Knives wasn’t talking to him. Or rather, he wasn’t looking his way. He was looking down.

      And now Lucky looked down.

      The trembling he was feeling wasn’t Ick. It was the supply train itself.

      “What the hell is that, Rocky?”

      “So, funny story,” Rocky said. “You know how the flashbang you kicked to the back of the cab almost flew out the back hatch?”

      Lucky didn’t like where this was going. “Yeah?”

      “It did go out. And it exploded just above the energy ribbon.”

      “Is that bad?”

      The shaking became violent enough that nobody could keep their footing easily.

      “Well, since that ribbon carries enough power to run a starship for a week, and it’s completely unshielded up here because the Empire asshats that built it weren’t really concerned with safety a bazillion feet above the planet’s surface, yes.”

      “What exactly are you saying, Rocky?”

      “The flashbang absorbed power from the ribbon. The blast was so overclocked that the hovertrain we’re riding in might have lost all power and currently be out of control.”

      “I think we have a problem,” Lucky said.

      Then the roof exploded.
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      “Time for Plan C,” Lucky said.

      The roof hatch was hanging by its hinges, blown inward by the timed explosives they’d set there minutes before they’d allowed the Hooti to ‘capture’ them so they could have a little chat about what they were up to.

      In a perfect world, Lucky, Jiang, and Knives would be ready and waiting to ascend through the opening.

      In a perfect world, there should be a winch hanging down right above them from the bottom of a gunship, with a small platform on which a member of his team was ready to drag them to safety.

      “Hey!” shouted Malby as he popped his head upside down through the blown-open hatch. “I think there’s something wrong with the train.”

      “You don’t say!” Lucky shouted back. He glanced at Knives and Jiang. “So, good news, bad news.”

      “I think we know the bad news,” Jiang said.

      “The flashbang’s mini-EMP wasn’t so mini,” Lucky shouted up at Malby. “It killed the power to the train and now we’re out of control.”

      Malby shook his head. He was outside the cabin of the mag train, wind howling around him as he and the Last Gasp struggled to keep up with the fast-accelerating train. “I can’t hear you,” he screamed. “But I think the EMP was messed up!”

      “It’s a good thing my gun doesn’t work,” Jiang screamed up at him, a smile on her face. “Or I’d shoot you!”

      Malby smiled and nodded and gave her a thumbs up.

      “Idiot,” she said to Lucky.

      “So what the hell do we care about this?” Knives offered. He waved a knife he’d picked up from one of the dead Hooti at one of the others. They pushed back further. It seemed at this point that Ick and his crew wanted nothing more to do with Lucky and his crew.

      Except that Ick could see the writing on the wall. “You can’t leave us here,” he said. “This train is out of control.”

      “It’ll power back up soon,” Jiang said.

      Ick shook his head. “You don’t understand. We’re near the cliffs. If we hit them going this fast, it’ll come off.”

      “What cliffs?”

      Lucky jumped up on the lip of the blown-open hatch. Malby, surprised, reached down and helped him so his head was just above the lip enough that he could see forward. He could see the looming section where the hovertrain went out over a huge, gaping space. The energy ribbon the train was following shot off into the distance, held aloft by a series of towers.

      But if the train were going this fast out there, it would slip right off the ribbon the first time it hit a hard turn.

      “How long until this thing restarts?” he echoed to Rocky.

      “You’re assuming it will. I don’t know anything about this thing. In theory, the effects of the charge should have already gone away.”

      “What’s going on?” Malby shouted to Lucky.

      Lucky pointed. “That.”

      Malby looked up, a blank expression on his face. Lucky glanced down back into the cab.

      “Bad?” Jiang said, reading his face.

      “If falling off the side of a cliff is bad, yes.”

      “We aren’t falling off anything,” Knives said. He started to head toward the blown-open hatch.

      “Please,” Ick said, stepping up to intercept him.

      Knives swung something that looked like nunchucks, clearly a souvenir he’d taken from one of the dead Hooti. “Back off, nose job.”

      “We aren’t going anywhere,” Lucky said. “Remember the job? We lose the train, we lose the credits.”

      Knives stopped and seemed to contemplate this for the first time. “Son of a bitch,” he seethed.

      Lucky turned back up to Malby. He was still standing on the platform, attached to the chain leading up into the docking back of the gunship above. “So what do you want to do?” Malby asked.

      “C’mere,” Lucky said, as he grabbed Malby by the collar and pulled him down until his face was right next to his. It pulled him out of the heaviest of the wind swirling around up there.

      “Wow, it’s quiet down here,” Malby said.

      Lucky activated the comm link on Malby’s collar. “Spider, you copy?”

      “I’m here,” said Spider. “What the hell’s taking so long down there? I thought this was a simple smash and grab.”

      “Well, things have gotten a bit more interesting.”

      “Define interesting.”

      “The blast disabled the whole train. If it goes over the cliffs, it’ll slide right off.”

      “When will it power back up?”

      In truth, Lucky wasn’t sure it would. “I dunno, but let’s assume not soon enough.”

      “Shit,” Spider said. “Well, what do we do?”

      Lucky hesitated. “I think we’re going to use the Last Gasp to stop the train.”

      There was a long pause from the other side of the line. “That’s—”

      “It’s coasting,” Lucky said. “There will be no positive traction.”

      “There’s a reason it’s still going as fast as it’s going,” Spider said. “That hovertrain is millions of tons. It’s going to coast for a long time before it stops.”

      “We don’t need to stop it, just slow it down,” Lucky said. “Long enough for the power systems to restart.”

      “And that will be when, exactly?”

      “Five minutes,” Lucky spitballed. “Give or take.”

      “Very convincing,” Rocky echoed.

      “Give or take,” Spider said. There was the sound of exasperation in her voice. It was replaced by the voice of Otto, the onboard AI.

      “There will be significant strain on the—”

      “Just shift around what you have to,” Lucky said.

      “I can switch the winch in the back of the main cargo bay to the lower docking hooks,” Merlin said over the party comm line. “That’s the platform Malby is on now. You guys just have to figure out how to connect it down there.”

      It seemed impossible to Lucky that he could actually move the winch while it was in use, but the cyborg’s huge piston arms and legs weren’t something to doubt.

      “Do it, Merlin,” Lucky said. “We’re going to find something solid down here to latch this side of the winch to.”

      Lucky dropped back down from the hole, leaving Malby hanging over the edge, his eyes bulging. “So you’re really going to do this?”

      “You got a better idea?”

      “This is crazy,” Knives said.

      “We need something to hook to,” Lucky said.

      Jiang smiled. “That’s the easy part.”

      Lucky shook his head, not following, which wasn’t an entirely new feeling.

      Jiang rolled her eyes. “It’s a train, Lucky. It’s made of cabs that link together. We’ll just hook it to—”

      “The rear coupling,” Lucky said, kicking himself. “Of course.”

      They ran to the hatch at the back of the cab.

      “The scene of the crime,” Rocky said, reminding Lucky he’d managed to kick the flashbang out here.

      Lucky shoved Ick and a couple of his cronies out of the way. “You guys want to help, here?”

      Ick looked flabbergasted. “Let’s just get on your ship, hooman,” he said.

      “That won’t save whatever was so important for you to hijack, right?” Lucky said.

      “Weapons,” Ick said simply. “We just want the weapons.”

      Lucky shared a glance with Jiang. What a shocker. “Well then, you’re in luck. We want to save those weapons, too.”

      Jiang ripped open the train’s back hatch. The noise in the small hovercab became deafeningly loud. Lucky could see the energy ribbon stretching out behind them, the canopy of trees racing past at some 650 kilometers per hour.

      Jiang was reaching down and pulling the back-coupling release open. “This will work,” she said.

      “She sounds sure of herself,” Rocky echoed.

      “That makes one of us.”
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      “Let’s move, Malby!” Lucky screamed. He and Malby were on the outside of the train, the wind whipping past them so hard that it actually felt like sandpaper on his exposed face.

      Without functioning mag boots, it was a struggle to drag the winch platform around to the rear of the cab and lower it down to the back coupling.

      “How are we going to attach this?” Malby screamed, even though he didn’t need to, since they were on the back of the train now and the noise of the wind was greatly diminished.

      “That’s actually a good question,” Jiang said. “The winch was set up for our platform. It wasn’t supposed to hook into anything.”

      Lucky pulled Malby close again, wishing desperately that the only place where they had a comm line to the cockpit of the gunship above wasn’t right next to his sweaty face.

      “You smell like shit,” Jiang said to Malby.

      “Hanging off the side of a spaceship will do that,” Malby said. “You had the cushy job.”

      Jiang was sporting a good bloody streak down the front of her combat suit. Not her blood, but from one of the Hooti she’d clobbered. “If you messed that up, it’s not on me,” Malby declared.

      Lucky ignored the bickering. “Spider, what’s the ETA up there?”

      “Merlin says he has you in position,” she said.

      “But Otto says this won’t work for long,” Otto said, breaking into the line.

      “Thanks, Otto,” Lucky said. “We really needed that confirmation.”

      “Say the word,” Spider said. “We’ll start easing back.” She hesitated. “But say the word quickly, because you have about thirty seconds. And I’m being generous.”

      “Shit, how do we lock this down?’ Jiang said, desperately trying to find a way to wedge the platform into the back of the coupling.

      “Use this, hooman,” said Ick behind them. The alien was holding a long piece of metal with a pair of hooks on either end, and a mechanical counterbalance in the middle. It was tensile tester. “We brought it to extract the neutron cores from the weapons,” Ick said. “But I’d rather not die.”

      “You’re growing on me, Ick,” Lucky said as he took the tensile tester and turned back to Jiang. “Will this work?”

      “It’s all we have,” she said. She jammed it into the coupling, looped the platform hooks through it, closed the coupling. “Locked in,” she said. “Maybe.”

      Malby held up his hand just as Lucky was about to jerk him close again. “I got it,” he said, engaging the lapel comm. “Go, Spider.”

      They all took a moment to look up the winch line back to the ship. Because the ship was flying in the same direction as the train was moving, they couldn’t see into the back of the gunship to the main cargo bay where the winch assembly was set up, but Lucky just glanced at Merlin up there, giving a thumbs up.

      The gunship began to slow as the slack came out of the line. It pulled taut, and there was a long, metallic screaming sound that came from the assembly as it did so.

      The exposed rear coupling was designed to attach to another hover cab. Because there was no way to know how heavy that cab was, these couplings were all designed to take enormous amounts of stress.

      “That doesn’t sound good,” Lucky echoed.

      “No, those couplings are for straight-line pressure,” Rocky answered.

      “So what does that mean?”

      “It means that we’re stressing it from above.”

      Shit. She was right. Lucky grabbed Malby’s lapel. He finally wised up and ripped the comm off it. “Ow!” Malby said as he was practically jerked off his feet.

      “Spider,” Lucky said into the small comm he held in his hand. “Get down lower! Bring the ship down as close to level with the energy ribbon as possible.”

      For a moment there was no response, and the horrible thought crossed his mind that he’d broken the comm when he’d ripped it off Malby, and now they had no way to communicate with the ship.

      “Copy that,” she said.

      But it was too late. Lucky could already see that the strain they were putting on the coupling was badly stressing the link to the back of the train.

      “It’s going to fail,” Jiang murmured.

      “Screw this,” Knives said. He’d joined Lucky and Jiang on the very back lip of the train coupling platform. Malby had remained just inside, keeping one eye on Ick and the rest of the Hooti. Lucky couldn’t believe it, but somehow Knives managed to make Malby seem competent, and that was some feat. “I’m getting back here where I can jump.”

      “You wanna jump?” Jiang asked.

      “I want options.”

      “It just has to hold on a little longer,” Lucky said.

      “It’s slowing!” Jiang said.

      Lucky could see it too. The lush, overgrown canopy of trees below wasn’t flashing past at quite the same speed. But it was still moving past fast enough. “We’re still going pretty fast.”

      “Spider?” Lucky shouted into the comm. “Can you power back harder?”

      “We’re at the full thrust I can give you,” Otto said. “Unless you want to rip me in half?”

      “What have we said about you identifying with the ship, Otto?” Lucky said. “You’re the AI that runs the ship.”

      “Humph,” the AI said.

      There was a loud crack over the radio, and Lucky felt the train leap forward. He was almost thrown off the back. Knives wasn’t so lucky. He screamed as he fell forward. Jiang reached out desperately and managed to grab him by the back of his flak jacket, and what appeared to be a good handful of his dreadlocks.

      “Holy shit!” Knives screamed, looking down the hundreds of feet to the ground below. “Don’t you drop me.”

      “Don’t. Tempt. Me.” Jiang grunted as she slowly pulled him up on the rear platform. Once she had his upper body over the platform, she grabbed his ass and yanked him the rest of the way.

      “What happened up there?” Lucky shouted stupidly. But he could see it now. The winch assembly on the ship had slipped. It seemed to be holding, but Lucky had the sense that it was precarious. Almost like—

      “Shit,” Lucky said.

      Jiang, who was lying on her back on the platform, looking up as she caught her breath from dragging Knives up, saw it too. “What the hell?”

      Up on the Last Gasp, the winch assembly had come completely loose. It was dangling out the side of the ship.

      “What’s keeping it attached?” she asked.

      “I’d say luck,” Rocky echoed, “but I know we don’t have any.”
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      Spider heard the grunt over the radio.

      “Otto!” she shouted, slapping the autopilot, leaping up out of the pilot’s seat. “Keep it steady.” She jumped over the control column on one side and ran out of the pilot’s nest and down the back gangplank, toward the main cargo bay below.

      “Um, I can’t really do that,” the voice over the speakers of the ship said.

      Spider ignored him. She knew that Otto had more control than he let on, certainly more than he was willing to tell the others.

      Spider was more AI than human herself. She’d been inserted into her human host during experiments by the Empire years ago. The woman, named Kelcey, had been dead long before Spider was inserted. The body’s vitals had been kept alive for months while the scientists had diligently figured out how to make her something more than any AI out there.

      The other Frontier Marines, like Lucky, had AI copilots. But Spider was all AI. The meatbag human body she had was just a skin her AI wore around like a Frankenstein.

      But Spider wasn’t complaining. She couldn’t imagine the life of one of the AI copilots the Frontier Marines had. To never leave the space carved out in that brain. All they could do was control a few drone systems and offer assistance to the human they lived inside of. They had no control on their own.

      Spider reached the cargo bay. She could feel the wind whipping up here, from the back of the loading dock being open in flight. That wasn’t technically possible, but of course Otto could do it easily.

      “Merlin!” she screamed as she realized what she was looking at.

      The docking bay was empty. There was a knurled piece of metal sticking up where the winch used to be, but the entire assembly was missing, gone right off the edges of the platform where it had been secured when they’d started this stupid mission. She’d been the one to recommend the winch for the plan.

      Now she desperately wished she hadn’t.

      “Merlin!” she screamed again. She ran toward the back deck of the ship, feeling her heart beating. She might be an AI in this body, but she could feel every single one of the sensor responses inside the body, maybe better than any human could.

      Had Merlin been thrown out of the ship when the winch had failed? Had it crashed into him, dragging him out the back as it ripped off? She didn’t see any blood. Maybe he was still here somewhere.

      “Merlin!” she screamed a third time.

      She ran to the back of the bay, to the open doors, and stared out. Below, she could see the power ribbon that the supply train was running along. Beyond that, the red vegetation of the world blew past. It was a rainy, wet place.

      If Merlin fell down there, they’d never find him, even if he somehow managed to survive. There were plenty of alien things that would eat a man, even a cyborg with as many robotic parts as Merlin had.

      Then a metal clanking noise drew her attention: something banging against the side of the ship. It sounded like something whipping in the wind. She climbed along the edge of the open bay doors, then stuck her head out around the side of the ship.

      The wind and thruster exhaust blasted into her face. She squinted to see anything.

      Then she gasped. “Merlin?”

      “Hey, babe,” said Merlin. He had one robotic arm clinging to the side of the ship, a huge chunk of metal balled up in his pincer hand that had come to rest at a support beam. It looked like half a foot of exterior siding had been peeled back like a tin can.

      In his other pincer was the winch assembly. She could see the ripped metal of the stand where it had been pulled right off the floor of the ship. His metallic arm was locked into the center of the assembly, holding it by a sturdy crossbeam.

      “How?” Spider asked.

      “One of those times it’s nice to be a machine, eh?” he said. His voice was steady.

      “How is that not ripping you in half?” she asked. “The meat part of you, I mean.”

      Spider, an AI in a human body, and Merlin, a heavily modified cyborg, enjoyed joking about their soft, fleshy parts. Especially when they were using them to have sex, something that Spider hadn’t known she needed until she’d gotten it.

      “I have supporting struts that run from both shoulders. You know that,” he said, as if he were telling her how to adjust one of the thruster assemblies and not actually explaining how his body wasn’t splitting in half. “But all the same, the stress here is rather high.”

      “You’re holding a spaceship in one hand and a hovertrain in the other,” Spider said. “I don’t entirely understand how that’s possible.”

      “It won’t be much longer,” he said.

      “I’ll tell Otto to lay off the thrust,” she shouted.

      Merlin shook his head. “For one thing, I think that will end up getting everyone killed.”

      “Screw everyone,” she said sincerely. “We don’t owe those Marines anything, and Knives would walk out on us in a heartbeat.”

      Merlin actually smiled. “Believe it or not, I agree with you. But that’s not the problem.”

      “Well, what the hell is?”

      “I can’t let go,” he said. “My arm is fully tangled in this contraption. I didn’t grab it when it broke free, it grabbed me. And it’s not letting go.”

      Now she could see that what he was saying was true. His robotic arm was completely wedged into the assembly.

      “I can still have Otto lay off. That’ll put some slack in the line.”

      “Oh, it gets worse,” he said.

      “Worse than getting ripped in half?” she screamed. Strangely, it occurred to her that in addition to fighting with the sound of the wind and thrusters, there was something else changing in the air around her. It was slightly more moist. They were closer to the surface, she realized. They were getting closer and closer to the hovertrain. Entirely too close, in fact.

      Then she realized what was worse. The winch was retracting. As it did so, it was pulling the spaceship closer and closer to the back of the hovertrain, and that was pulling them down toward the energy ribbon it was riding on. She could actually feel the hairs on her arms starting to stand up.

      She could make out figures standing on the back of the train, waving at her. She couldn’t tell if they were trying to get her attention or wave them off. Probably a little of both.

      “You have to turn off the winch!” she screamed at Merlin. It didn’t matter what they told Otto or did with the ship. If that winch kept retracting, it was going to pull the ship down until its thrust exhaust clashed with the energy ribbon. They’d blow up long before the winch finished retracting.

      “I’d love to turn it off,” Merlin said. “But as you can see, my hands are kinda full at the moment.”

      “Well, what the hell are we going to do?”
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      “What the hell are they doing?” Jiang shouted.

      Lucky wanted to know the same thing. They’d been trying to wave off the ship for the better part of thirty seconds now, but the ship was just dipping closer and closer.

      “Otto, what’s going on?” Lucky shouted. “I said to get as close as you could to the same level as the train, I didn’t say crash into us.”

      “I’m at full thrust,” Otto said. “I can’t explain why we’re getting closer.”

      “What the hell is going on up there?” Knives said from behind them. After almost getting thrown out the back of the train, he wasn’t coming back out on the ledge with Lucky and Jiang.

      Lucky stared now, unable to comprehend what he was seeing. At first he’d thought they were dead when he saw the winch assembly hanging out the side of the ship. But as it had stayed attached to the side of the ship, he assumed that some kind of support was still hanging on, however tenuously.

      But as the ship grew closer, he saw now that it wasn’t something connected to the ship holding the winch in place. It was a person. It was Merlin. The cyborg was somehow hanging on to the winch.

      But now, things were getting even stranger.

      “Is that Spider?” Lucky echoed.

      “It sure is,” Rocky said. “I know they’re fuck buddies, but this doesn’t really seem like the time.”

      Spider was crawling out on top of Merlin. She’d managed to basically lie horizontally across his body, with his head in her belly.

      “That’s a new position for me,” Malby offered.

      Lucky could see now that Spider was straining across Merlin’s body, reaching into the winch assembly. “She’s trying stop the winch,” he said.

      “It must be stuck in retraction,” Jiang said. “If they get much closer, this whole thing is going to be a waste of time.”

      “Who the hell is flying the ship?” Knives asked.

      Lucky and Jiang shared a glance that needed no words. Good question.

      “Otto,” Lucky said over the all-comm. “Reverse thrust and turn around. You need to buy some time before you’re toast.”

      “I thought I was just the AI, not the ship,” Otto said. “That’s what you said—”

      “Otto,” Lucky shouted, “is this really the time?”

      “I can’t reverse and turn,” he said, exasperated. “We’re already too close. I’m starting to reduce thrust.”

      “That’ll just pull you closer!”

      “You have a better idea?” Otto asked. “Because I can’t seem to stop from getting closer, no matter what I do.”

      “I have a better idea,” Jiang said. She reached over to the control board beside the coupling, the one she’d used to close it on the tensile compression bar that Ick had given her. The Hooti, like the rest of his kinsmen, was keeping his distance, but they were staying in the cab with them. Which told Lucky they didn’t have anywhere to go, either.

      She flipped open the coupling and started to release the clamps.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Knives said incredulously.

      “Fair question,” Malby offered.

      “We can’t take the ship down,” Jiang said.

      “So we go off the energy ribbon?” Knives said. “And lose the cargo and the credits?”

      “We can’t spend the credits if we’re dead,” Jiang said.

      “Not yet,” Lucky said. He wasn’t willing to give up just yet.

      “Well, what do you suggest?” Jiang asked.

      “Have a little faith,” Lucky said.

      He nodded, and Jiang turned to look. The winch had finally stopped retracting.

      “Otto, you should be good now.”

      “Should we?” the AI replied. “Because we’re dangerously close to losing thrust here.”

      Lucky could see the ship was bucking now, and it was causing Merlin and Spider to dance around. “They aren’t providing us any reverse thrust anymore.”

      “Lucky, we can’t just sit here.”

      Lucky sighed. “I know.” He picked up the big bat with the sharp edges that Jiang had been using to bash in Hooti brains. He smashed the crossbar hard and broke the edge loose. The pin released instantly, and the winch cord broke away. Even with her thrust severely limited, the Last Gasp instantly pulled upward and away.

      It happened so quickly, Lucky was worried for a moment that he’d done more harm than good as he saw Merlin snap back hard against the hull, taking Spider with him. But as the ship pulled up and away, Lucky saw Merlin begin to use his mechanical legs to break loose parts of the winch assembly. In a few seconds, it was just pieces falling down to the ground far below.

      But it didn’t fall down to the ground. It fell into the huge gaping ravine that opened up below them.

      “Shit,” Knives said.

      “I see it,” Lucky said without turning around. The ground below them practically disappeared. A huge cliff edge was visible for a moment; then the ground was nothing more than a hazy reddish blur in the distance, covered in fog. It was miles down to the ground now.

      They were too late. The mag train was over the cliffs. And it would only take a few seconds to slide right off the ribbon and fall however long it took for the 400-ton contraption to reach the ravine floor so far below them.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” Knives said.

      Lucky spun around. “I heard you the first time—”

      Ick was standing with a blaster pointed at Knives’ head. Lucky frowned. “Didn’t we play this game once already?”

      Ick made that Hooti equivalent of a laugh again. He tapped on the green line of dots along the barrel. The power pack was charged. The gun was working.

      Then the ground shook around them as the train jumped off the power ribbon and plunged off the side.
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      Lucky had the presence of mind to grab the edge of the back hatch. Jiang was on the other side of him with a better toehold, thanks to the ladder than ran up the side of the train on her side.

      Lucky was thrown upwards, and his grip on the edge was lost. He felt weightless for a moment as the train seemed to pull away from him.

      Then a hand grabbed his tightly and locked down.

      “Grab the railing!” Jiang screamed, nodding to the top of the stairs she’d threaded herself into while she’d reached out and grabbed Lucky. “Grab the—”

      Lucky smashed into the side of the train upside down. The impact yanked him clear of Jiang’s grip, but in the same second he found a grip on the very top rung of the ladder.

      He grabbed on and stared, upside down, forward along the top of the train.

      He saw something extraordinary. The train was undulating wildly. The front of the train had clearly slipped off the energy ribbon, but at some point, just as it was derailing, the power must have been restored. After all, the gun that Ick had been holding had powered up, too. The flashbang effects were finally waning. The middle and back portions of the train were sticking hard to the ribbon, following it around a gentle curve. The ribbon seemed to disappear into the clouds ahead, but Lucky knew that was just the atmosphere over the giant ravine they were passing over.

      The ribbon continued. And now he knew the train would, too. The front two box cars popped back straight as the energy core running through the ribbon and into the main cars of the train fired through the couplings that held the train together.

      All the couplings were energized like that to keep the cars in line. At the next section of the energy ribbon, when the trains turned lazily back the other way, the energy firing through the couplings would bring the other cars back on the track.

      The disaster was averted. Barely.

      But Lucky’s was just beginning.

      He dropped back down as the back of the train settled down, the entire length of it finally calm and once again humming smoothly along the energy ribbon. The train was slowing now as well.

      Everything was back under control.

      Lucky spun down into the caboose to find himself staring at Ick and three other Hooti pointing guns at him.

      “Why don’t we try this again,” Ick said.

      This time, Lucky felt decidedly less low-key about the guns pointing at him.

      “Those are our guns!” Knives said.

      “Yes, they seem to work better than ours,” Ick said.

      “Hardened,” Jiang said through a frown. “They’d come back online first.”

      “Any last words, mercenaries?”

      “Wait!” Knives said.

      Ick paused. “Yes?”

      “Uh, we saved your life!”

      “Luck saved our lives,” Ick said.

      “I have an idea,” Rocky echoed urgently.

      “Good.”

      “It’s a bad idea.”

      “How bad?”

      “You know how the couplings are powered?”

      Lucky frowned to himself. “No.”

      “I can control it,” she said.

      “You’ll kill us.”

      At that moment, Ick raised the pistol and fired at Knives. Fast as lightning, the skinny mercenary jerked sideways as the blast flew just past his head.

      In that moment, Lucky shouted, “Off the ground!”

      Knives had jumped clear and was hanging off the edge of the blasted door at the top of the hover car. He was safe, inadvertently, but that didn’t matter.

      Lucky didn’t have time to see if Jiang and Malby had understood him or not. In theory, their own AIs should be able to do what Rocky was about to attempt.

      In theory.

      Lucky dove back to the rear coupling, and in one motion he smashed his hand into the main energy link, right where he could actually see wisps of energy dancing up from the energy ribbon below as he put his other hand on to the metal floor of the box car.

      He felt a jolt of pain that made him clench his teeth so hard it seemed to sear right into his heart. Later, much later, he’d swear that in that moment his heart stopped.

      Maybe it did. Maybe Rocky had to freeze his heart to make it so he didn’t kill himself.

      As it was, all the power that was running through the energy ribbon and through the coupling flowed straight through Lucky and into the floor of the box car.

      The Hooti that were standing on the metal were instantly electrocuted, roasted alive, their fur catching on fire as they burned where they stood.

      Ick seemed to realize what was happening and dove onto the back of one of his comrades, but the energy still conducted right through and burned him. He screamed, shit and blood spurting out of his nose-mouth.

      Then Lucky blacked out.
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      The next thing Lucky saw was stars above him.

      He slowly turned his head to look around him. He was on the platform right where he’d fallen, facing upward. The lip in back hung out from the back of the train, and he had a clear view of the sky above and the stars beyond. The small triple suns had made their fast descent, and twilight had fallen on the world of Dufana.

      He could barely feel the train moving, it was flying so smoothly, silently dipping into and out of the cloud line above the ravine. That was a good thing. It wouldn’t take much jarring to send Lucky right off the small platform and down into the abyss.

      Lucky tried to move.

      “Hang on a second,” Rocky said.

      “Is my back broken?” Lucky asked. He couldn’t feel anything.

      “Your everything is broken,” Rocky said. “I just had to use every nanobot in your body to somehow redirect more power than the entire gunship we got here in has in it.”

      “That seems like a lot,” Lucky said. He flexed, and found that his arms would raise up. Slowly, though, and he had to be careful to balance his effort so he didn’t end up rolling over and killing himself by falling off the back of the train.

      His fingers were burst open and bloody, like the ends of sausages left in the oven too long. “Tell me we can regenerate all of this.”

      “If we get you some organic reg packs, sure,” Rocky said.

      “We have those on the ship,” he said. “So until then I have to walk around with burst fingers?”

      “Do you have any idea how much internal damage I managed to—”

      Lucky stopped listening.

      “Still alive, eh?” A hand was reaching down toward him. He took it and looked up to see Knives standing there. He held Lucky tight by the grip. “Tell me one good reason I shouldn’t just push you off this thing and be done with you?”

      Lucky saw now that Jiang and Malby were both still passed out. They must not have been able to miss all the energy flow, even if they were off the ground. Their AIs should have saved them, but they might have some regeneration to do.

      The Hooti were a smoldering mess of burning fur and meat.

      It was just Lucky and Knives. Knives loosened his grip ever so slightly as he put his other hand on Lucky’s chest. Knives had a mischievous smile on his face, but Lucky wasn’t so foolish as to think the mercenary wasn’t sizing up his next move.

      “Keep me around and you get your money,” Lucky said, feeling some of the strength slowly returning. “And we both know you like your money.”

      “We get paid for this job with or without you,” Knives said, as if he were a contract lawyer discussing the details of a contract with someone. “And we”—he nodded up at the sky, and Lucky presumed the Last Gasp was somewhere up there—“get an even bigger share without you and your Empire Marine reject friends.”

      Something screamed with an ungodly whine from behind them both. A smoking form rose from the pile of dead Hooti.

      Knives spun around. Lucky grabbed him by the back of the neck.

      He felt something like pure hatred course through his body. He felt the bloody damage in his fingers and he liked it. He relished the pain. He craved it. It was like his body was reaching out for it, asking for more, telling the internal medbots in his blood to stop trying to heal him. It wanted the bloody pain there.

      Red mist descended in his eyes. He felt his grip tighten on the back of Knives’ neck, and for a moment, he could clearly picture himself snapping Knives’ neck like a twig and tossing his dead body out the back of the train. Two could play this game. Getting rid of him would be easy to cover here.

      But then the wave of hatred and nausea passed.

      Lucky felt the animosity drain away, as if a demon had risen up inside him and then been hastily shoved back in the bottle.

      Because it was a demon. And it frightened Lucky how easily it had gotten free.

      Lucky slowly looked over at Knives, afraid of what he might find. Sometimes he couldn’t tell dreams from reality when the Hate descended over him like that. But no, Knives was fine. He was whimpering under Lucky’s crushing grip, but his neck hadn’t been snapped like a twig.

      Not yet.

      Lucky pulled him close. “Remember this,” he whispered hoarsely in Knives’ ear, his bloody, cracked lips sending spittle across Knives’ neck and head.

      Knives nodded vigorously. “I will.”

      Lucky released him, and Knives dove away from him. Lucky stumbled across the floor, his body still badly damaged from all the energy he’d transferred through it; then he grabbed the creature that was standing, barely, on its badly burned legs. The fur was burned away and missing in patches. The creature couldn’t be more than barely alive.

      He took the gun that Ick was desperately trying to grasp in his badly melted hand.

      Ick whimpered something as Lucky patted his head.

      “I’m going to kill you, hooman,” Ick managed.

      Lucky nodded. “Lots of people think so,” he said, as he sat down on the dead furry remains of one of the other Hooti and waited for Jiang and Malby to regenerate and wake up. Knives was sitting in the corner, rubbing the back of his neck.

      Lucky checked the card on the punch pistol. Still holding strong.

      He pulled the communicator from his combat gear pocket. In there, surrounded by the nonconductive material, it had made it more or less completely unscathed.

      “Do you copy, Last Gasp?”

      “We’re fine,” said Spider. “No thanks to you assholes.”

      “Is Merlin okay?”

      “He’ll survive,” Spider said. “What the hell happened down there?”

      Lucky sniffed the air, the smell of burning fur and flesh everywhere. “Well, the train has power again. And the cargo is fine. And the train is going to make it to the next stop right on time,” he said. “So I guess it’s a job well done.”

      Lucky closed the connection and walked over to where Ick was lying, sickly-looking. “I’m gonna ask you again,” he said. “What is it you’re trying to steal on this train?”
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      Ick looked at him through one badly burned eye, a clump of bloody hair hanging down. “Weapons.”

      Lucky shook his head. “What kinds of weapons?”

      “Anything we can use.”

      Lucky shook his head. “You have weapons, though.”

      “Not Empire weapons. Nothing as powerful as we can find up there,” Ick said, gesturing toward the armory car. Lucky hadn’t bothered to enter it. Playing dumb out here was easier.

      “What the hell do you need them for?” Lucky asked. He could only imagine how difficult it must have been for the Hooti to ride thrusters up from the treeline below and catch the train. And for what? A cache of Empire weapons to beat the shit out of each other with?

      Then again, that was the Empire way.

      “You don’t understand what this place has become,” Ick said.

      “Are your tribal wars so bad that you want to destroy half the planet?” Lucky asked. “Because that’s what a handful of Empire toys can do. Trust me, I should know.”

      “Hooman,” Ick spat. “We don’t need your weapons to use against ourselves. We aren’t foolish like you are.”

      “So what, then?” Jiang asked. “You have to realize that the base is closing up and leaving. You’re about to get your wish. The Empire is taking off. So why would you risk this?”

      “We don’t care about them. We care about it.”

      “It?”

      “The demon.”

      Jiang and Lucky exchanged a glance. “The demon?”

      “Superstitious bastards,” Knives said. “Why the hell are we talking to them again?”

      Lucky waved him off. “What exactly is this demon?”

      Ick took a ragged breath and winced as he shifted position, but he still managed to look at Lucky incredulously. Then he reared back his head and laughed, or did whatever it was that one of these things, badly injured but still and ugly and functional as ever, did as the equivalent of that. “You hoomans, always keeping secrets from each other.”

      “This thing don’t know the half of it,” Rocky echoed.

      “What are you making of this?” Lucky asked her.

      “Smells like a barrel of Empire shit,” she said. “Or worse yet, the inside of this hovercab.”

      “I’m guessing you don’t think they were trying to figure out how to make the universe a better place?”

      “For them, maybe,” Rocky said. “Once they wipe everyone else away.”

      Lucky sighed. “You’re right, Ick. I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.” He pointed his punch pistol at the Hooti’s badly injured left limb and fired.

      Ick screamed in pain. Lucky got up and grabbed him by the fur of his neck. He felt the softness there where a chunk of the fur had been burned away. The flesh under the fur was soft and bloody. “I shot that limb because it was already messed up,” Lucky said as he jerked the Hooti up to his face, despite the revulsion it caused him. “I shoot something that ain’t messed up next.”

      Ick tried to spit in his face, but he missed. Lucky had been expecting it. “Look, just tell me what it is.”

      “I told you,” Ick said. “It’s a demon.”

      “What kind of demon?”

      “It killed my tribe. It killed all our tribes,” Ick said. “We’re the only ones left in the entire valley.”

      Lucky stared at him. “Last I heard, there were more than a million of you on this world.” He let go of Ick. The creature struggled to stay on his back legs alone.

      “That was before it happened.”

      “What happened?”

      Ick smiled in his strange way. “The demon got loose from the humans and started killing us. It’s killed almost all of us.”

      “No one thing could do that,” Knives said. “I don’t care how big of a demon it is.”

      “It’s not one thing,” Ick said. “It’s many things. They all look like you, hooman. They kill alone and in packs. They don’t sleep, they don’t eat what they kill. They just kill indiscriminately and...” Ick hesitated. “Mutilate.”

      “Mutilate? What does that mean?” Malby asked.

      “They want in here,” Ick said, gesturing to his head.

      “They want in your head? What does that mean?” Malby asked again.

      Ick glared at Malby. “I don’t know, hooman. Your kind are responsible.”

      “You said that before,” Lucky said, leaning forward. “How do you know that’s true?”

      “Because it’s from that base,” Ick said. “The one called Avalon.”

      “And how do you know it’s from there?”

      Ick smiled. “Because we watched it kill everyone there first.”
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      Aboard the Last Gasp

      Over Planet Dufana

      

      “We don’t have a choice,” Lucky said.

      “Of course we have a choice,” Knives said.

      They were in the main galley of the ship. Everyone was sitting around the table they used for their meals, such as they were.

      “The job was to be glorified security guards for that hovertrain, and we did that. So we got nothing else we gotta do. Done and done.”

      They’d taken Ick and, at his insistence, all his dead comrades and had dropped them at a point he’d designated in the canopy of trees below. He’d promised not to attack the train again, and Lucky had promised not to track him. It looked to Lucky like they might have some kind of network that was in the trees, because moments after they’d dropped them off, the trees were alive with movement and then everyone was gone. Just poof. One minute, they were in the treetops; the next, gone.

      “We should really still have some of our team on that hovertrain,” Merlin said.

      “We will,” Lucky said. “We’ll get back on it before it arrives at Avalon.”

      For the moment, the Last Gasp was flying along right beside the hovertrain, keeping an eye on it as they went further and further into the valley below.

      Lucky looked up at the ceiling. “Otto, how close is the train to getting to Avalon?”

      “We’re over the cliffs now,” Otto said, “so the energy ribbon is just spiraling downward to the center of it. I’d estimate a half hour.”

      “So we have that long to decide what to do.”

      “There’s nothing to decide,” Knives insisted. “We stick to the job.”

      “I don’t like agreeing with Knives,” Spider said, “but I’m not sure he’s wrong. I mean, I think you might be getting this a little confused with your previous line of work.”

      “Yes!” Knives said. “Thank you! We’re not here to save the universe. We’re here to do the job we had and go home.”

      “And if you’d done that before,” Jiang said, “on the mission where we met you, we’d all be dead. Including yourself. The only reason we aren’t is because Spider saw something and Tobin followed up on it.”

      “But Tobin’s dead now,” Knives said. “And we didn’t get paid for that job.”

      “I’m not sure what part of ‘you’d be dead now’ you don’t understand,” Jiang said.

      “Hey,” Malby said. “I just want to point out that I’m okay with whatever we decide.”

      They all stopped and looked at Malby. He shrugged. “Just saying. I’m neutral.”

      “Thanks, Malby. Helpful note,” Lucky said.

      “Team player, that’s me,” Malby said, leaning back and putting his feet up on the table.

      “Well, I’m not neutral,” Knives said. “And I say we stick to the job.”

      “I tend to agree,” Jiang said.

      Lucky nodded.

      “Very convincing,” Rocky echoed. “Jiang, Spider and Knives are out. And Merlin will fall in with Spider.”

      “And Malby is, well, Malby,” Lucky echoed back.

      “If you were trying to bring the team together, it worked. They’re united against you.”

      “Damnit, Rocky, am I crazy?”

      “You’ll need to be more specific,” she answered.

      “I mean, are they right? Am I out of line?”

      “Factually, they are. We did the job. Although technically I think we were supposed to stay on the train all the way to Avalon, but you know, details. Nobody said we couldn’t fly along beside it instead of aboard it.”

      Lucky ran his hand through his hair. Rocky was right. They all were right.

      And yet.

      “We don’t have a choice,” Lucky said again.

      “I don’t even understand what that means,” Knives said.

      Lucky looked at him. “You said we aren’t here to save the universe. Fair enough. But when I was an Empire Marine, I wasn’t trying to save the universe. For the most part, I was following orders. I’ve followed orders my whole life.” He nodded at Jiang and Malby. “We’re new to the team, but that’s what we’re about. We followed orders. We didn’t decide where we went or what we did.”

      “Is there a damn point, or are we just supposed to wonder why we joined up with you guys?”

      “You’re always free to go,” Merlin said, his first words since they’d all sat down. “Nobody’s keeping you here.”

      Knives grumbled to himself, but slowly sat down, giving Merlin the middle finger as he did so. Merlin ignored him and nodded at Lucky.

      “We’re not working for the Empire anymore,” Lucky said. “But if we know anything about the Empire, when you smell shit, you should expect shit. And I smell shit. Ick—the Hooti—said that his kind are being slaughtered here by something that came from that base.”

      “A demon,” Knives said. “Clearly, superstitious crap.”

      “He said it wiped out his people,” Lucky said, “and that it killed people at Avalon.”

      “Well, that must be a lie, because somebody’s at the end of this ribbon rider contraption waiting to move some assets,” Knives said.

      “We assume,” Merlin said.

      “Here’s what I’m proposing,” Lucky said. “We just take a peek. I’m not saying we do anything stupid. We just see what we can see about Avalon.”

      “If we just stay on the train, we’ll see—”

      “They’re expecting us to arrive on the train. I don’t know,” Lucky said, shaking his head. “I just don’t like, in this circumstance, to show up exactly where we’re supposed to be, right on time. It feels like that just backs us into a corner.”

      Knives stood up. “Lemme get this straight. We take you on because you have Empire contacts and you can get us good Empire jobs. And the first job you get us, now you’re telling us you think it’s leading us into a trap.”

      “That’s what I’m saying.”

      “And your plan to get some answers almost backfired and got us all killed.”

      “But it got us answers,” Lucky pointed out.

      “So now you’re proposing another plan that would involve sneaking around to figure out what’s going on at a station that’s none of our business.”

      “Carefully,” Lucky said, looking around the table. “We just take a peek. We’re all trained for this. You guys are all ex-military. You might not be all former Empire jarheads, but you know the score.”

      “And what if we piss off Brandish and he doesn’t pay up?”

      “If this is a trap,” Jiang noted, “we wouldn’t have gotten paid anyway. We’d probably just get killed.”

      “That is what the Emperor was going to do last time,” Spider said.

      “Shit, I knew we shouldn’t take any more jobs with the Empire,” Knives said.

      “Good thing you spoke up,” Lucky said.

      “They pay good,” Knives said, sitting down. “When they pay.”

      Everyone around the table was silent, and Lucky knew what that meant. Improbably, he stood before the magic wore off.

      “Otto,” he said to the ship. “Let’s let the train go and make a slow approach to Avalon. I want to get there ahead of the hovertrain so we can check it out. Very carefully.”

      “I’m all about careful,” Otto said.
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      Spider eased the ship forward, edging along over the treetops, which were surprisingly high and tight-knit here. It almost seemed like the treetops were all intertwined. They bounced and swayed lazily as the Last Gasp skimmed over them.

      Lucky’s first instance to go above and beyond the job had almost gotten them killed. She wasn’t superstitious herself, but it almost seemed like this new plan was designed to finish the job.

      “We’re not so close we’re going to foul the intakes, are we?” Lucky asked. There wasn’t really a copilot’s seat as such in the crow’s nest of the ship. That was really the ship AI, Otto’s, job. It was kinda funny to Lucky how much the AI on the ship acted in a similar fashion to Rocky. Basically, she was his copilot.

      “Rocky,” he echoed. “How are our drone surprises doing?”

      “So far, so good,” Rocky echoed back. The ship had a couple off-the-shelf perimeter drones that Merlin had found and Rocky could command. Lucky could tell she was enjoying herself. She kept throwing images from the drones into his mind’s eye. She loved having something to fly. It wasn’t an exaggeration to say she’d been totally bummed to find out that the ship already had an AI component.

      Then again, this ship was ancient enough that she needed a manual pilot anyways.

      “Can you sit back? You’re making me nervous,” Spider said to Lucky.

      He hadn’t realized he was leaning right over her. The ship’s command seat was very low, and it made anyone sitting behind it seem to tower over it. “And don’t backseat drive. I’ve got Otto for that.”

      “Hmph,” the AI said from the ship speakers.

      Lucky made his way to the handful of jumpseats further back in the cockpit. Jiang couldn’t help but smile. “Since when do you care about the dropships we’re in?”

      “Since they aren’t dropships,” Lucky said.

      “Helluva lot better than our usual rides,” Malby said. He kicked the side of the support near him, and a fine mist of dirt and rock fell off it. “But still a piece of shit.”

      Knives seemed to nod his approval at that. Lucky suspected it was only because he himself hadn’t said it. Not much Lucky could say that Knives would agree with, it seemed.

      “I got something,” Rocky echoed, a moment before Otto spoke up. “We have some company.”

      Lucky rushed back forward to the front of the cockpit. This time, he was joined by the others. Out ahead, there was nothing but more trees. “What am I looking at?”

      “Not sure,” Spider said. “But definitely something reflecting energy output.”

      “Could it be Hooti?”

      “If the Hooti are running some Empire tech, sure.”

      “It’s Empire?” Lucky asked, surprised.

      “That’s the signature,” Spider said, pointing at one of her instrument panels. Lucky looked down at it.

      “Brandish said there was hardly anything left here,” he murmured.

      “Maybe this counts as hardly anything to him,” Spider said.

      “Malby, do you recognize that signature?” Jiang asked.

      Malby leaned over her, looking at the cracked computer screen next to Spider. “No one can recognize anything on shit equipment this old. How about you guys buy some equipment that isn’t shit?”

      “How about we actually collect on a contract so we can,” Knives snapped back.

      “Holy shit,” Jiang said. “That’s—”

      A red warning light blared to life on Spider’s console. “Incoming!” she shouted.

      “We’re too close to the surface!” Otto said over the ship comms.

      “Hang on!” Spider said. She yanked the stick over, but the ship barely responded. They were running low engines and were too close to the ground. The surface-to-air missile was on them instantly.

      An explosion just outside the ship rocked them all, sending Lucky sprawling backwards, and almost down the back stairs that led up to the cockpit.

      Merlin charged forward, his cyborg body instantly steadying himself. He reached out and snatched Lucky out of the air. “How about I go down to the bottom cannons?” he said. “You stay up here with the railgun.”

      Lucky nodded and watched Merlin slide effortlessly down the stairs in a blinding flash of speed. Lucky had seen his machine-aided speed before, but it was still staggering to see up close.

      “I can’t believe the ship is in this good a shape,” Lucky said. “Considering it just took a missile strike.”

      “We didn’t,” Spider said, her voice strained as she struggled to power the thrusters and gain some height. “Ask the voice in your head.”

      “I managed to intercept it with a drone,” Rocky said. “But we just got lucky that I had one practically in its path. Not sure we’ll get that lucky again.”

      Lucky burst up into the upper gunner’s nest and looked out on the railgun. He pulled up the targeting system of the railgun online and looked for the Empire signatures that Otto painted for him.

      “I’m getting us some height so we’ll have more power to maneuver,” Spider said, then hesitated. “Incoming!”

      This time, her efforts to spool up paid off, as the ship was able to swing away just as the missile streaked past. Lucky fired blindly in the direction that the missile had come from.

      The forest suddenly came alive with fire. The trees erupted in fireballs from the force of the railgun firing. In the same moment, Rocky let loose with her drones. Several of the larger railgun drones poured kinetic fire into the trees. Something streaked away from the explosions, leaping over the tops of the trees as it did so.

      It took Lucky a moment to sense what he was looking at. Giant metal legs crushed the trees where a huge machine had landed, a hundred feet away. It turned, and a pair of missiles streaked out from a pair of shoulder-mounted missile racks. Lucky managed to hit one with his own fire, and Rocky took out the other with another kamikaze dive from a drone.

      Lucky pinpointed the location. He saw a hand pointing up at him.

      A hand. A giant mechanical hand.

      It finally snapped into his head what he was looking at.

      “Robomechs!” Lucky shouted. “It’s Empire mechs!”

      There were two of them, moving in tandem. The forwardmost of the two actually didn’t seem to even notice the Last Gasp, or at least wasn’t shooting at her. That mech was rushing forward, bounding though the heavy trees below like it was running after something.

      But the rear mech seemed to be prepping to fire again.

      Lucky took aim at the legs of the giant mech, knowing intuitively where the weak point in the design was. Well, he also knew factually, since the Empire hadn’t updated the design of these ground pounders in a couple of generations.

      Still, weak point was in the eye of the beholder. There weren’t many weak points at all on the giant beast.

      Lucky pulled the trigger.

      Nothing happened.

      Not again!

      “What the hell?” Lucky snapped. “I have no power—”

      He realized he was floating up in his chair, right up against the restraints.

      The ship was falling out of the sky.
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      “Otto?” Spider shouted. She didn’t get a reply.

      Great, just great. The smartass won’t shut up until you really need him, and then this bullshit?

      “We got a problem,” Lucky said, sticking his head down from the top gunner’s seat.

      “You think, dipshit?” Spider shouted back.

      “What’s happening?” Knives asked, and Spider wondered why she suddenly deserved to have all the stupid questions of the universe thrown at her when she didn’t have time for it.

      “No power.”

      “What do you mean, no power?” said the dipshit marine next to Knives. Malby was his name. Almost as useless as Knives. Almost. Considering he’d already tried to hit on her twice while Merlin was sitting there, he also wasn’t the brightest tool in the shed. Or as Jiang had called him, “the biggest tool and the dumbest tool, all rolled into one.”

      Jiang was about the only one of these Empire Marines she actually liked that much. Lucky was okay. He seemed to have his heart in the right place, but he wasn’t exactly somebody she was going to get chummy with. He seemed to like it that way.

      “Jiang!” Spider shouted.

      “Here,” she said, instantly at her side.

      “Mechanicals,” Spider said.

      Jiang caught on instantly. She pulled the back off the main flight stick.

      Spider watched as the viewscreen was filled with blood red trees looming up fast. The shot of thrust she’d given them to get some maneuvering height above those mechs had probably saved their lives, since they had at least some time to figure this out.

      But not much. “Hurry, Jiang,” Spider said, knowing that now she was the one telling people things they didn’t need to hear. It was just nervous energy, which she realized was probably the reason for all the other dumb questions from everybody else.

      So now she was going to die and she felt like shit.

      If Jiang cared about dumb questions, she didn’t seem to show it. “That should get the linkage set,” she said with a grunt as Spider felt the stick bounce in her hands.

      She pulled back hard, but the stick didn’t budge. “Shit, it’s stuck!”

      Jiang was over her shoulder in a flash. The two of them together were able to slowly move the stick back.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Merlin’s metal arms reaching over her other shoulder. He must have come running up from the bottom cannon cage.

      “No!” Spider shouted. “You’ll break the linkage right in half. We’ve got it.”

      Merlin hesitated, then pulled back. She didn’t like yelling at him. It felt like a shitty thing to say. It wasn’t the first time she’d had to remind him about his mechanical arms and legs. When they were in more...intimate settings, she’d had to remind him about it, too. He could rip the doors right off the side of a ship. That wasn’t exactly the kind of thing that made for a nice experience for her all the time.

      “We got this,” Spider said, and they did. With mechanical linkage, the ship was beginning to level out. The Last Gasp was surprisingly aeronautical in nature within atmosphere. She was actually better here than in space, at least in terms of her maneuverability. She didn’t have to rely on her thrusters as much, which could be finicky. Here it was just cutting through atmosphere, and having her wings extended made that less of a chore.

      But still, they had no power. They weren’t going to land nice and soft.

      “Did you secure below?” Spider asked Merlin, suddenly realizing what this all meant.

      “Manual sliders are down,” Merlin said. “We can land on them.”

      Now she felt even worse about snapping at him. He’d actually thought of putting the manual landing feet down before he came up here. He was smarter than any of them; he just didn’t talk much, so the rest of them didn’t know it.

      “Thanks,” Spider said, when nothing smarter came to her mind. “Hang on, here we go.”

      Spider aimed for the only patch she could find that didn’t seem to be completely covered in trees. As they dropped into the space, she realized why. A small river was running straight through the trees, and it intersected with several smaller tributaries.

      It looked shallow enough, and she aimed for the bank.

      “There’s not enough room there,” Lucky pointed out.

      He wasn’t wrong, but he also wasn’t seeing the whole picture. “There will be when we’re going slow enough.”

      “And how are we going to—ah,” Lucky said. He spun around. “Get in a chair or brace yourself,” he snapped as he hopped into one of the empty jumpseats.

      Merlin made no move to join him. He just reached down and locked his clamp hands around the support beam that ran in front of the main pilot’s chair.

      “Jiang!” Lucky shouted.

      “I’m fine,” she said. She was still helping Spider hang onto the mechanical stick.

      “No, you’re not,” Spider said. “You have to brace yourself.”

      “And you can’t do this without me,” Jiang said.

      Spider pulled her own seatbelt loose.

      “What the hell?” Merlin said with concern.

      “Get in,” she said.

      “I can’t—”

      “You’re not that big and neither am I, so get the hell over here and make good friends,” Spider snapped.

      Jiang leaped over the control desk that wrapped around the pilot’s chair. The chair was broad and spacious, almost like a small loveseat. It wasn’t made for two people, but it was certainly made for one person bigger than Spider.

      Jiang slammed into the far side of the chair. Their asses were smashed against each other and both their shoulders were overlapping, so their arms were overlapping as well, holding onto the flight stick.

      Spider thought for a second that this was a stupid mistake. There was no way the safety harness could possibly hold both of them, but she yanked it down anyway.

      Click.

      “What Malby wouldn’t give,” Jiang said, shaking her head as the water loomed up ahead of them.

      “That looks shallower than I hoped,” Spider said.

      “Too late now,” Jiang said as the ship smashed into the water less than a hundred feet from the shore.

      The entire guts of the ship bounced once, then settled again. Merlin actually bent the support beam running through the cockpit as he tightened his grip.

      The ship flopped up in the air, then slammed down again. Again the water slowed her. But this time, there was a huge sound of metal torqueing and twisting as the ship hit much shallower water. The surface below the water was rockier than Spider had hoped.

      The last bounce of the ship in the air brought it over the shoreline. But true to her efforts, the two skips in the water had slowed her precipitously, and when she hit the soft shore, the landing sleds smashed right into the ground and stuck. The ship didn’t bounce again.

      It would have been perfect but for the impact of the front skid on the lip of the beach. It caught, throwing the occupants of the ship violently forward for a moment before the weight shifted and the whole ship swung around, until she came to an uneasy stop facing back toward the water.

      Spider reached up on reflex to kill the electrical, not wanting a fire to start. Then she remembered the electrical wasn’t working. That’s what got them here in the first place. No electricity. No power. No nothing.

      “What the hell happened—” she started to say; then something smashed down into the water right in front of the new stream.

      A giant metal leg.

      Then another.

      “We’ve got company,” Lucky said, entirely too calmly.
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      “Rocky, ideas?”

      “Not drones,” Rocky echoed back. “I lost everything when we lost the ship.”

      “Any ideas what that was?” Lucky asked.

      “Something targeted,” Rocky said.

      “How do you figure?”

      “I think when we gained altitude, we must have triggered something. If I didn’t know better, I’d say it was a power drain net.”

      “From Avalon?”

      “Brandish did say that they killed the power grid here,” she reminded him.

      “Yeah, but he didn’t say there were active power drain nets here.”

      “Otto!” Lucky yelled up at the ceiling as he pulled himself up on unsteady legs from the jumpseat he’d been in when the ship had made its more-or-less controlled crash landing, which was actually pretty impressive to him. Spider was a better pilot than she let on. Certainly she hadn’t gotten any help from the onboard AI.

      “He’s out with all the electronics,” Spider said.

      Lucky wasn’t used to that. If he was knocked out of the fight, Rocky wouldn’t have trouble living for some time without him. But clearly, Otto was more closely linked to the ship than Rocky was to him.

      “And who gives a shit about Otto?” Knives said, pointing out the cockpit window. “We got your mechs to deal with.”

      “That can’t be the ones that were shooting at us,” Lucky said. “They couldn’t move that fast in this foliage.”

      “There must be lots of them out here.”

      “Why?”

      “Does it really matter?!” Knives exploded.

      “He’s not wrong,” Rocky said.

      “We have to get them away from the ship.”

      “We can fire the cannons without power,” Merlin said. “I just have to reroute for it.”

      “Do it,” Lucky said. “But we can’t sit here and go toe to toe with these things.”

      At this point, the fact that the ship was completely dead was probably what was keeping them alive. The mech was approaching slowly, but because there appeared to be no real threat from the ship, it wasn’t firing back.

      Yet.

      I wonder, Lucky thought. “It’s’s acting like it knew this would happen,” he said.

      “What did happen?” Malby asked.

      “Rocky thinks it was a drain net.”

      “From where?” Malby asked, looking perplexed.

      “From Avalon,” Jiang said, catching the thread. “You think the base is firing it?”

      “See, this is why we shouldn’t be here,” Knives said. “That damn base is active, and its defenses are going to kill us now.”

      “He’s probably not wrong about that either,” Rocky said.

      “Thanks for the running support for everyone else.”

      ‘Any time.”

      “Blanchard specifically said that the station was down. That they’d killed the power grid. He didn’t say that they were actively repressing power,” Jiang said.

      “I’m thinking I’ll have some discussion points with Brandish,” Lucky said. “Assuming we live through this. For now, we have to take care of that.” He pointed at the mech slowly approaching, water rippling around its multi-story legs as it splashed through the water. The thrusters at the bases of the legs were as big as the entire docking bay at the bottom of the ship. Not that the docking bay was ever used for anything actually docking—

      “The bikes!” Lucky shouted.

      “What?”

      “When we brought our drone packs aboard,” Lucky said to Malby. “We dragged them on with the sleds with—”

      “Power bikes,” Jiang finished his thought. “But they aren’t kitted out.”

      “They have missile racks and pulse cannons,” Lucky said.

      “And nothing else,” Jiang pointed out, “including armor.”

      “We don’t need to beat that bastard in a fair fight,” Lucky said. “We just need his attention. Once we divert him from the ship, you guys get out on foot.”

      “And?” Jiang asked.

      “And we’ll figure it out after that,” Lucky said. “We can’t stay here. This guy’s surely told all his buddies about the ship. It won’t be hard to find.”

      “We have cannons free,” Merlin shouted from below.

      Lucky led the rest of the team down into the docking bay.

      There were two hoverbikes. “Malby, you’re with me on that other bike. Merlin, as soon as we get his attention, you light him up. Jiang, you lead the rest of the group up the river. That should take you away from Avalon. Hopefully you guys can get far enough away from this power drain setup that you can send a signal for some help.”

      “From who?” Jiang asked.

      “Whoever you can find,” Lucky said. Then a thought occurred to him. “Maybe Ick.”

      “Ick?” Jiang asked.

      “The Hooti,” Lucky said.

      “That’s crazy,” Knives said. “We’re not asking for help from the alien you tried to electrocute.”

      “And how are we going to find him?” Jiang asked.

      Lucky shrugged. “Smell?”

      Malby fired up both of the hoverbikes.

      “That thing is right on top of us,” Merlin said. He was looking through the cannon’s manual sight line. It gave him a clear view of the mech. “It’s stepping onto the beach.”

      “Drop the hatch,” Lucky said.

      “Here goes nothing,” Merlin said. He released the back hatch of the ship.

      Lucky twisted the handlebar power on the hoverbike and felt it come to life under him. It yanked up into the sky and shot forward. He almost managed to fall off the bike as he shot off the edge of the hatch before it had fully extended. The hoverbike’s power bubble lost contact with the ground for a second while he fell, then compacted back down and popped him back into the air as it regained its thrust bubble on the surface of the beach.

      He slid out over the water and felt the ride instantly smooth out. The hoverbikes loved to run over relatively still water. The smooth surface was perfect for the thrusters to build a nice cushion over.

      The mech spun around and actually tried to step on him, which was a new one for Lucky. Then again, he wasn’t used to trying to shoot past the legs of multi-story mechs on a tiny hoverbike, so maybe that was the preferred move.

      Malby shot around the other side of the mech, and to Lucky’s chagrin, he seemed to do a much better job of not almost falling on his ass as he shot out of the back of the ship.

      Lucky was just about to scream at Merlin when a pulse explosion staggered the mech, hitting him full in the chest.

      Then another, and another. From close range, Merlin couldn’t miss. The pulse cannon might not be any match for the giant mech’s armor, but it was plenty good at giving the big giant a good kick in the chest.

      The mech staggered.

      “Boom!” shouted Lucky, “Nice shooting.”

      Then he watched as the mech fell backwards into the water. It seemed like everything was happening in slow motion as he watched the wall of water rushing at him.

      “Oh, shit.”
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      Spider ran out of the side of the ship, practically dragging Merlin along with him.

      “I had that bastard where I wanted him,” he said.

      “Until his buddies show up,” she answered. Knives was ahead, already pulling away from the group.

      “Where the hell is he going?” Jiang asked. She was running easily next to Spider as they moved down the riverside, looking for a good opening into the trees.

      “He has no idea,” Spider said. “He never does.”

      Jiang smiled. “Yeah, we got a guy like that.”

      “So do we know where we’re going?” Merlin asked.

      “Well, no,” Spider said. “But let’s not get hung up on details.”

      “We needed to get distance from the ship,” Jiang said. “But I don’t want to go far. We still don’t know what’s happening here.”

      “I thought Lucky said—”

      “The difference between Lucky knowing what he’s doing and Lucky reacting to whatever’s in front of him is a fine line,” Jiang observed. “Trust me.”

      Spider did trust Jiang, at least as much as she could trust an Empire Frontier Marine. Spider was still wanted by the Empire. She doubted that they really didn’t know where she was; they’d just decided she wasn’t a priority right now. That could always change with the Empire. She would live the rest of her life looking over her shoulder, afraid the Empire was suddenly back to reclaim their little science experiment gone wrong.

      That was the Empire way, after all.

      “We have more company,” Jiang said.

      Spider watched as a second mech came into view, about 500 yards further down the river from where the first mech had splashed down into the shallow water after Merlin had hit it in the chest with the ship’s railgun cannon.

      That first mech was back on its huge trunk-like legs now, steadying itself. There was a fair amount of damage to the central portion of its armor, but Spider knew enough about the design of the old machines to know that the only really weak spots in the armor were at the joints. Where Merlin had hit it had surely shocked the pilot, but it had done precious little actual damage to the mechanics of the robotic killer.

      “Where the hell are your friends?” Merlin asked Jiang.

      He meant Lucky and Malby, of course. It was funny to Spider how Merlin and Knives still saw the Marines as somehow different. It had been a couple of months, but the Marines were still the new guys to them. Spider didn’t see it that way, but maybe that just came from being an outsider literally from the moment of her creation. She’d never been comfortable in her own skin, and never would.

      “I saw them crisscrossing around over the water on those hoverbikes, causing a good amount of confusion,” Spider said. “And then I lost them.”

      “They’ll be fine,” Jiang said, a hint of concern in her voice. “Lucky knows what he’s doing. And Malby— well, Malby knows to stick with Lucky.”

      “Psst!” came the voice of Knives from the trees to their right. “Get over here, dipshits!”

      Spider had to give him credit. The skinny bastard was well camouflaged in the trees. When it came to running and hiding, Knives was a pro. In a lot of ways, he was a far better mercenary than Spider would ever be. She was here because she was on the run. They all were, really. Knives had his own secrets, and that included how exactly he’d found his way here from a Red conscription unit that wasn’t known for allowing its members to walk away. But he also understood how the game was played. You watched out for yourself, first and foremost; that was how you managed to stay alive. And you cared about the score at the end of the day. No credits, no loyalty.

      Spider knew that as well as anyone, but she hated it. She hated the game. She hated that her life had ended up here. That she’d had to run from everyone she loved and had ended up here, haunted by her past, doing anything for her next meal.

      “The asshole isn’t wrong,” Merlin said.

      The new mech was now lumbering forward at a faster and faster clip across the water, in the direction of the first mech. In moments they’d be in easy view, if they weren’t already.

      Jiang hopped into the trees easily. She was fast and sure-footed, even in the overgrown environment. Spider tried to follow in her steps, but proved clumsier, and would have tripped and fallen on her face if Merlin hadn’t been right behind her, his cyborg legs easily parsing the uneven ground at lightning speed and his sure mechanical arms swooping her up before she fell.

      “Welcome to the party,” Knives said. “Now what the hell is going on?”

      Jiang was frowning and looking in the same direction that Knives was. Spider followed her gaze and found that the mech they’d just seen running toward its colleague had slowed. The first mech, its scorched chest still clearly visible, had started to back away.

      “That’s weird,” Spider said.

      Then she jerked her head back in surprise as a loud explosion echoed across the water. It took her a moment to make sense of it, but it was clear that the new mech had its shoulder rocket launcher up and had just loosed half a dozen rockets with a single booming release. She actually felt the vibration in her chest a moment later as they all struck with perfect accuracy against the first mech’s already-damaged chest.

      It staggered back, the explosions tearing into the hardened armor. But just like the cannon blast from the Last Gasp, the armor plating was up to the challenge of the rocket swarm. By luck or chance, none of the half-dozen shots had managed to find one of the critical armor joints. So while the mech was certainly weakened, and the thick armor marked and melted, it was still standing.

      The first mech was continuing forward, and now the second mech dropped its pretense of running and instead lunged forward as well.

      The two mechs smashed into each other in mid-air. But the attacking mech still had the needed leverage, and it managed to shove its armor-damaged opponent over and land on top of it.

      With practiced ease, the first mech slid its forearm back to reveal an autocannon. It shoved the muzzle down on the weakened central portion of the first mech’s armor. Even though this was the thickest portion of the armor, cocooning as it did the pilot riding in the center of the giant, the autocannon simply kept firing and firing until the thick steel armor was nothing more than molten metal.

      Then it smashed its other hand down into the molten core.

      Spider suspected that the first mech’s pilot was already dead, but if he wasn’t before, he surely was after the fist disappeared into the mech’s metal center and the entire machine caved inward, a blood-red stain left on the second mech’s fist. It punched down two more times for good measure.

      It slowly stood, towering over its vanquished fellow mech. Then it turned around and lumbered off into the trees and disappeared.

      “What the hell is going on around here?” Knives said.
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      Blight had watched as the curious machines got closer. He knew what they were. They were called robomechs, or just mechs. They were giant mechanized men sent out to search for him. Some of his other forms had been killed by them.

      But it hadn’t taken long to adapt.

      With ease, Blight slipped up the leg of the nearest one and carefully bypassed the electrified defensive shielding at the back that had killed one of its brethren. He slipped through to the weak point in the hull that he had learned of from the others’ testing.

      He breached it with ease. Inside, he found a human pilot. He read its mind, but found nothing to add to the collective knowledge. He snapped its neck and dragged the body out. He tore it in half, and dropped the torn pieces of flesh over the side of the giant machine. But rather than get in, he simply changed the shape of his finger until he could slide it into the mech’s computer port.

      As he’d assumed, the networking capabilities were dampened. That was smart, but merely an inconvenience for Blight.

      With ease, he sent a low-level message through the system’s broken code to the other mech nearby. It was a daisy chain of communication, almost so simple it seemed made for him to break into.

      When the mech came near, he dispatched it.

      Then he masked his own signature, making himself invisible to the others. Because they’d limited their own capabilities in the hope of limiting him, they had inadvertently made this easy for him.

      Now, he would wait. He was thirsty for more information, but he would wait. The others were hunting. The picture was coming clearer. He’d be needed soon enough.
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      Lucky wasn’t a professional when it came to hoverbikes, but he’d been riding them half his life. Still, he struggled to keep his from getting flooded when the deluge of water washed over him as the mech fell. Only the shallowness of the water kept him from completely wiping out. As it was, he nearly didn’t see the second mech lumbering up.

      He looked up in shock just as he got control of his bike and the thrust bubble was reforming under him. He shot off down to the water, aiming to get back on the shoreline.

      An even bigger shock welcomed him there.

      “Where the hell have you been?” Malby asked, his own hoverbike idling comfortably, holding him in place while he gave Lucky a sarcastic smile.

      “I thought you’d be drowning out there with an upside-down hoverbike pinning you down,” Lucky said.

      “I’m just a badass, what can I say?”

      “The last time I saw you on a hoverbike, you could barely stay upright.”

      “Fine,” Malby said. “I got blown out of the water and onto the shoreline when the big asshole ate it. Happy?”

      “I’m not going to be happy as long as that second mech is—”

      “Holy shit,” Malby said.

      Lucky spun around in time to see the first mech fire on the second one. He and Malby stupidly gawked at the fight that soon started between the two mechs, if you could call it a fight. One mech pretty much just crushed the second one, and made a point of killing the pilot.

      By that point Lucky had come to his senses, and he and Malby had gotten back on the water and were shooting downriver. Lucky scanned the shoreline, knowing that the rest of the team couldn’t have gotten far.

      “Rocky, is there any way to ID them?”

      “Not with that drain net up.”

      “And we’re sure now that’s what it is?”

      “I’m as sure as I can be,” she replied. “I don’t have direct access to the Last Gasp data. Otto isn’t exactly interested in sharing with me.”

      There was a hint of animosity there, or maybe a spoonful. Rocky didn’t hide the fact that she found Otto annoying. Lucky hadn’t really considered the possibility that AI systems could find each other annoying, but if they had enough personality to differentiate themselves, then it would follow that they’d be different enough in personality to bug each other.

      And Rocky was really bugged by Otto.

      “But you’re sure it was a drain net?” he asked.

      “No,” Rocky said. “But I’m pretty sure.”

      “Define ‘pretty sure’,” Lucky said.

      “Pretty, pretty sure.”

      “You know, for an AI you don’t really give me confidence.”

      “I could say something like 84.6% sure,” Rocky said. “Does that make you feel better?”

      “Not really.”

      “So pretty, pretty sure it is,” she said. “See? When I say this shit, it’s for you, not me, meathead.”

      “Heads up!” Malby shouted, pulling Lucky out of the berating he was getting from Rocky. Since he was used to that, it barely fazed him anymore. “I have movement in the trees just beyond the shoreline.”

      At the same moment, the comms in Lucky’s suit crackled to life, indicating that there must be another comm signal on the same frequency. Even without whatever energy drain was killing everything in the air, signals here were weak due to the heavy metals in the planet’s atmosphere.

      “Finally,” Lucky said, turning in his seat to look in the direction of the shoreline, where Malby had seen the movement. “Where are you guys—”

      “— need — out, there — inbound to — location.”

      Lucky strained to make out Jiang’s voice. It was faint and staticky. “Malby, did you catch what she just said?”

      “Look out!” Malby shouted.

      Lucky just managed to realize at the last moment that the movement was a spear sticking out of the treeline. A spear with a large muzzle at the end.

      With a flick, the Hooti gun fired. Lucky craned hard out of the hoverbike’s seat, practically falling off one side and using the mass of the bike as a shield. The pulse blast hit the metal frame and bounced harmlessly away. Two more followed in rapid succession. One hit his knee, and he felt pain in the joint there for a split second before his nanobots killed the pain receptors.

      “Away from the shoreline,” Lucky shouted at Malby, or tried to. But his voice was strained to the point of almost incomprehensibility, thanks to the fact that he was hanging so far off the side of the hoverbike that he was about to fall off.

      He yanked hard on the handlebars, and somehow managed to pull the bike back under him without falling off. But in the process, he was pointed directly away from the Hooti shooter, and his back was an inviting target the shooter didn’t miss.

      A pulse smashed into the back of his combat suit, right between the shoulder blades. In that moment, Lucky was happy that he still had his Empire gear, even if it was the lesser gear that standard Empire Marines wore. Without it, he’d be sporting a big hole in his back.

      Even with it, the impact threw him forward, smashing him head-first into the bike’s handlebars. He kept himself from being thrown over the bars by hanging onto the grips, but that meant that, in addition to now comically hanging halfway over the handlebars with his ass in the air, facing back in the direction of somebody holding a gun that could send a pulse round right up his backside, he was also mashing hard on the power strip.

      The hoverbike responded by shooting off in the direction he was facing at super-fast speed.

      Lucky was thrown back in the seat of the bike, his already-shot back burning with fresh pain as he slammed into the seat’s low back.

      The only good news in all his jostling was that he’d managed to make himself an almost impossible target. A pair of pulses seared past him on either side as he bounced and danced around, trying to regain full control of the hoverbike.

      He finally got control and executed a clean turn, keeping the body of the bike between himself and the Hooti asshole shooting at him. He was far enough from the shoreline that even a solid hit probably wouldn’t hurt him now, although he’d rather not test that with a perfect headshot or anything.

      Lucky saw Malby racing out in his wake. Apparently, for once the universe had decided to leave him alone, and the shooters weren’t shooting at him.

      In fact, nobody was shooting from the shoreline anymore.

      That’s odd, Lucky thought.

      Then a shadow settled on the water around him.

      Lucky spun around to find himself facing another mech towering over him.

      “Just fucking great.”
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      The mech seemed to look down at Lucky curiously. For a moment, he thought it was one of the two that he’d seen earlier in the one-sided fight.

      But no, he didn’t think so. He couldn’t say why, but something about it didn’t register with him—although, to be fair, all Empire mechs looked the same at this distance. This rusty old mech was four stories tall. It looked like all the joints were reinforced, but the armor, up close, was old and pockmarked. It probably hadn’t been changed out since it came from the factory a billion years ago.

      Lucky shot through the mech’s legs as it swung around, trying to kick him as he went. It was entirely too slow, but it was surely just a half-hearted attempt by the operator. It was probably just going to wait for Lucky to separate away far enough for him to shoot him with the autocannon, which had appeared when the forearm of the big metal robot retracted.

      “Stay tight!” Rocky shouted at him.

      “No shit!” Lucky said as he leaned as hard as he could into his turn, practically putting the hoverbike on its side. Water skimmed up along his leg and splashed into his face. A red sensor light on the front handlebar started to flash, letting him know he was losing the thrust bubble that the hoverbike created underneath it. It meant he was too far over and starting to fall into the water.

      But Lucky could feel the spiders in his hand dancing around, telling him that there was a shot imminent. He had to close the distance back with the giant mech before it could get a lock on him.

      “We’ll make it,” Lucky echoed. “But we can’t just keep running crazy eights through his legs forever. He’s going to shoot us sooner or later—”

      “Fuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuu—” Malby screamed. Lucky felt his spiders go berserk, and he let his shoulder dip and spun himself back the other way at the last moment, coming out of his tight turn, trusting that his spiders were seeing something that he didn’t.

      They did. But it was too late.

      Malby smashed his hoverbike right into the back thruster of Lucky’s bike. Malby went flying over the top of his own handlebars, then turned into a human-shaped skipping stone and went splashing forward through the water for two, three, four skips before he flipped over onto his back in the water.

      Lucky didn’t fare much better. Malby’s impact had spun the back thruster wildly off track. It spun his bike around like a top, and Lucky was thrown off sideways. He threw his arms out to catch his fall, but the water had other plans. In his combat suit, he skipped along the water just like Malby had. He bounced once, then again; then his helmeted head ducked forward and just like that, the water shoved his head down until his jawline practically crushed his own chest.

      The back of his neck yelped, but then all he could see was sky, and he realized he was doing a somersault. He ended up doing a complete flip and landing a giant belly flop on the water. His arms both mashed down into the shallow bottom of the river, which was only a couple of feet deep. A rock slammed into his side, and Lucky heard a cracking noise that had to be at least one rib, he thought.

      He gasped; then the medbots took over. But even if he couldn’t feel the damage, Lucky knew he was in trouble. He tried to pull himself up to a knee and found he was only upright because he was floating.

      He looked back to see his hoverbike still spinning around in a tight circle, the back-thruster assembly completely crushed and sending exhaust out sideways. The front thruster was trying and failing to compensate, and the result was like the hoverbike was spinning around a leash that was staked into the water.

      Then the bike exploded, and a wave of heat washed over him. He ducked under the water and realized it had been the autocannon from the mech that destroyed his bike.

      He glanced over at Malby. What was left of his hoverbike was in pieces, but another blast from the mech blew what was left of it up in a fireball as well.

      Malby seemed to have woken up after being unconscious for a moment. He flopped over, and started to half-run across the bottom of the river and half-swim, paddling his arms as he went.

      They were sitting ducks.

      For a moment, Lucky thought there must be some feedback on his helmet comms from Malby yelling at him as static exploded in his ears.

      “We’re — to shoot the —, get — out of there,” Jiang screamed.

      “Did you catch any of that, Rocky?”

      “Get down!” Rocky shouted.

      Lucky complied, diving forward in the water just as a barrage of pulse fire from the shore rained down around him.

      He felt something like rage growing in his chest. As if getting roasted by the autocannon of a four-story Empire mech wasn’t bad enough, now the damn Hooti were going to try and shoot him? For what? So they could say they’d killed him before the mech could?

      Screw those assholes.

      At that moment, he was halfway hoping that a shark or some other exotic water creature would just jump up and eat him.

      And then it very nearly did.

      Lucky realized that the pulse fire from the shore seemed to be concentrated on a location in the water about a dozen feet to his right. Another spot on the far side of the mech was also drawing a ton of fire. It was strange. He couldn’t see any reason why they were doing it, but clearly it wasn’t just a case of being bad shots, although they were far enough from the shoreline out here in the river that it could be a legitimate reason. But the fire was all clearly concentrated.

      They were shooting at something in the water.

      Lucky stared dumbly as what looked like a giant boulder, about three times as big as his own body, seemed to launch itself out of the water. He saw now that it had been on a huge underwater tree of some kind, something like netting that been holding it down. The concentrated fire from the shore had ripped open the artificial netting, and the water tree had sprung back into its original shape.

      As it did so, the bottom of the river started to shift. It took Lucky a moment to realize that the netting ran all the way across the water. It shifted, and the shadow of the giant mech shifted as well. It lost its footing and started stumbling backwards. Lucky could imagine the frantic efforts of the mech operator, trying to keep the mech from falling backwards into the water.

      That was probably the reason he didn’t see it until it was too late.

      The boulder that launched out of the water was mirrored by another one on the other side of the mech. Between the two of them, they crushed into the mech’s uneven legs. With a huge sound of grating metal, both legs simultaneously buckled, and the giant crumpled down into the water.

      The river of water that exploded outward sent Lucky tumbling like a cork in a tsunami.
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      Lucky crawled up what he hoped was the shallow beach at the side of the water. It was some fine silt that told him either the rocks here were less dense, or the river was very old. Probably a little of both.

      Just as he reached the edge, a pair of legs came splashing down toward him.

      Furry legs.

      They stopped a few feet from him. Not waiting to think, Lucky dug his boots into the silt below him and jerked to his feet, bull-rushing the creature.

      He felt like he was running in molasses. The combination of the knee-deep water and his own unsteadiness after being thrown around wildly in the surf contributed to him only making it a step or two before he started to stumble forward.

      Lucky fell on his face right at the feet of the alien, like an ancient ballplayer sliding to a stop comically short of his destination.

      He waited for a shot to hit him, assuming the creature must have one of their staff weapons pointed at him. Lucky glanced up at the Hooti face, the combination nose/mouth blowing in and out with a ragged nasal pitch.

      He couldn’t believe his luck when he realized that the creature was completely unarmed. It was simply standing there, considering Lucky closely.

      Lucky didn’t wait for an invitation. He hooked his arm around the creature’s leg and yanked as hard as he could. The shallow water blunted his strength, but the fine sand offset that, and the creature’s foot duly ripped free. Lucky lurched to his feet, yanking up as hard as he could on the furry leg that he now had clamped in his armpit.

      The creature yelped out in surprise, spraying Lucky with a good amount of mucus spit/shit from its mouth, then tumbled backwards into the surf with a splash.

      Lucky jumped forward, onto the creature. He had his utility knife in his hand before he realized he’d reached for it.

      For the briefest of moments, he felt the red rage bubbling up around his eyes, but he fought it off. He didn’t need or want the Hate for this. He wanted to stay calm and collected. Where there was one of the Hooti, there were sure to be more. He needed to dispatch this one quickly and get off the beach before more of them came. They’d surely be armed, and more astute than this one.

      “Uh, you might not want to kill this thing,” offered Rocky.

      Lucky knew he couldn’t pin the creature down with just his body weight for long, even if his waterlogged combat suit did make him heavy. “Why?”

      “Because it seems like the others would like you not to.”

      “The others?”

      Lucky saw now that there were a dozen figures running down the beach toward him. They were coming from further up the river.

      The first thing Lucky saw was Malby with his helmet off.

      Then he saw the others. Spider. Merlin. Jiang.

      Then he saw a half dozen Hooti running alongside them.

      “What the hell?”

      “Lucky!” shouted Jiang, waving at him.

      “What’s going on?” he echoed.

      “Don’t kill the ugly thing,” Malby shouted as he got closer.

      Lucky looked down and realized now that the Hooti he was sitting on wasn’t trying to get to his feet. He wasn’t even struggling. He just had his claw-like hands up.

      “Hooman,” said one of the Hooti that was with Jiang and the rest as they ran up. He was the first Hooti Lucky had ever seen wearing clothing, or at least what must pass for clothing among the aliens. It was a green sheet of material that seemed to be intersected at multiple points by some red trim. There were also any number of white bands wrapped around his arms and legs, almost as if he was wearing a bunch of bandages.

      That was because, Lucky realized as they got closer, they were bandages. He could now see some darkened and blackened fur in places.

      “We can help you, hooman,” he said. Even though all the Hooti sounded the same to Lucky, something about the inflection of how this one spoke sounded familiar. Combined with the burn marks, it was clear who this one was.

      “Ick,” Lucky said. Then he turned to Jiang in confusion. “How… you found him?”

      She snorted. “We didn’t find anybody. He found us. Or you. They’re the ones that killed that mech,” Jiang said.

      Lucky rose off the creature he was straddling. The Hooti simply lay there, continuing to consider Lucky like he was a curious science experiment.

      “Ich teelela,” Ick said sternly to the Hooti that Lucky had been on top of. The creature quickly got to its feet and bowed deeply to Ick.

      Without a glance in Lucky’s direction, he joined the group of five other Hooti, who were all standing behind Ick now. Far behind him. And none of them were sporting anything like clothing. The white bands might be bandages, but Lucky was pretty sure the emerald green material that Ick was wearing still meant something. The other Hooti were clearly being deferential to him.

      “You did that?” Lucky said.

      “I tried to tell you,” Jiang said.

      “But they shot at us,” Lucky said. He looked at Malby for confirmation.

      “Yeah, they sure as hell did,” Malby said. “Just about killed both of us. I mean, I saved Lucky, obviously, but it could have gotten pretty bad.”

      “You crashed into me,” Lucky said.

      Malby nodded. “Right,” as if that was an answer that was both correct and obvious.

      Lucky shook his head, then looked back at Jiang. “I thought I heard you say something, but I couldn’t make it out.”

      “Well, it worked out for the best,” Jiang said. “I was telling you to watch out, because I thought these bastards were going to shoot you.”

      “They did,” Lucky reiterated.

      A couple of the Hooti seemed to fidget, and Lucky figured they understood what he was saying just fine. They’d been speaking Empire standard on the train.

      “Just as we reached them, they were going to shoot you. We were just about to engage them when he showed up,” she said, nodding at Ick. “And then they started shooting at that … trap in the water.”

      Ick waved his hand at Lucky. “You could have killed me and didn’t,” Ick said. “The favor has been returned.”

      “So your friends just listen to you?” Lucky asked.

      Ick said nothing, but Knives piped up. “I think he’s like a king or something. They bow to him and everything.”

      Lucky saw the faintest hint of a smile at the corner of Knives’ lips. Like everyone except Lucky and Jiang, he wasn’t wearing a helmet. Lucky took his off now, and Jiang followed suit. Malby already had his off, and if Lucky knew him, he’d probably left it somewhere on the beach, where they might or might not manage to find it again.

      Knives was transparent. A king meant valuables, and valuables meant money. And money meant everything to Knives.

      Lucky glanced back at Ick, trying to understand clearly what was happening. “So lemme see if I got this. We drop you off, you follow us, then just as your buddies are about to kill me, you call them off and save us instead?”

      “Your decision-making isn’t exactly state-of-the-art,” said Spider, perhaps mistaking Lucky’s outburst for criticism. “You shoot out there in hoverbikes to try and take on mechs?”

      “We were distracting them,” Lucky said, nodding at Malby. “So you could get away. You’re welcome.”

      “They didn’t seem distracted,” she said. “At least not until that one mech showed up.”

      “There could be more of the machines,” Ick said. “There have been dozens of them here for days now.”

      Lucky frowned. “Dozens of mechs like those?”

      Jiang looked equally confused. “I thought Avalon was shut down, with only a skeleton crew. They’re all off-planet by now. So who’s left behind, and what are they doing here?”

      Ick beckoned them off the beach and back into the dense foliage of the woods. “Come,” he said. “I’ll explain what I can.”

      Lucky glanced around at his crew. None of them were moving to follow the Hooti who were retreating into the trees.

      “Just so we’re all clear, we did all just see one mech beat the shit out of another and then take off into the trees, right?” he asked.

      “Oh, we saw it,” Jiang confirmed.

      “We can’t sit out here exposed if there are more of them,” Spider said.

      “If there are more mechs,” Knives said. “That alien bastard could be full of shit. This could be a trap.”

      “That’s a hell of an elaborate trap.” Merlin spoke up, his first words on the beach. “I doubt it’s a trap.”

      Lucky got to his feet. “We need answers. Let’s go.”

      “You and your answers,” Knives hissed. “This is why it doesn’t pay to be curious. Just get what you can get and get out.”

      “Great life philosophy,” Jiang said. “I think they make plaques.”

      “All the same,” Lucky said as he started moving, “let’s keep our eyes peeled. I don’t know who to trust right now.”

      Jiang and Malby fell in behind Lucky. He didn’t glance back to see the others, but after a good amount of grumbling and some arguing between Spider and Knives, he heard the rest of them come following after all.

      “What a cooperative little crew you’ve got here,” Rocky said.

      “Pretty sure I’d have trouble getting you to follow me anywhere if you weren’t in my head.”

      Rocky didn’t have anything to say to that.
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      Spider was tired of Lucky walking around like he owned the place, especially considering how close he’d been to getting dead back there. She didn’t say anything while he and Jiang were talking, but the truth was, Spider didn’t see anyone but Jiang offering to start a shootout with the Hooti they’d run into in order to save Lucky.

      Knives sure as hell hadn’t. He didn’t even bother to pull his plasma pistol out of the holster while Jiang had been explaining a plan to flank the Hooti that they’d encountered on the beach.

      Spider liked Jiang, so she was listening, and she figured there was a decent chance she’d even have made an effort, if for no other reason than to not hang Jiang out to dry trying to take out the group of Hooti on her own, because Jiang looked determined to act to protect Lucky. Merlin would have gone along if Spider had, but he clearly wasn’t excited about it.

      It was all mooted, of course, when the Hooti in the green cloak showed up and everybody stopped shooting at Lucky.

      It was Jiang who filled them in on who the creature was, the connection to the train, and led them to get Lucky on the beach.

      But now that Lucky was back, suddenly he was back in front, leading them off to wherever he deemed they should go next, while as far as Spider was concerned, it should be Jiang running the show. Jiang wasn’t as erratic as Lucky. She thought things through.

      “Holy shit,” Knives said, taking her out of her thoughts. He pointed out what looked like a cross between a deer and a spider. “Never seen that on the planetary manifest before.”

      “I didn’t see a manifest,” Merlin said. “Just another thing these Marines can’t do right.”

      “Yeah,” Spider said. “Like Tobin used to show us a planetary manifest.”

      Knives snorted. “Never knew what planet we were going to land on.”

      “Still,” Merlin said, annoying Spider by taking Knives’ side on this one. “Tobin made sure we didn’t just blindly follow hostile aliens back to their lair, or whatever we’re about to find.”

      “We got a survey from the air,” Spider said. “I have a location image from Otto.”

      That shut them up. One of the advantages of being an AI trapped in this human body was that she did get all the real-time data downloads from Otto and the ship. The Hooti had led them through a well-worn path back into the woodlands, but it was one that they’d seen from above.

      That wasn’t going to help if this was all just a trap, of course. But if the Hooti had wanted to kill them, they’d the numbers and the advantage when the crew was separated at the beach, and they hadn’t taken it.

      Spider reached out to Lucky’s AI copilot. For some reason, she couldn’t gain access to the other Marines. Either Jiang and Malby had some kind of limiters on their AI copilots, or Lucky’s was just especially powerful.

      She was starting to think it was the latter. She’d never interacted with an AI who was quite as outspoken as Rocky.

      “You think your boy knows what he’s doing?” Spider asked.

      “Not a chance,” Rocky said.

      “You tell him yet that we can talk like this?”

      “He doesn’t need to know everything,” Rocky said. “He knows we were able to establish a link before. He should be smart enough to know we can again.”

      “So that would be a no, then?” Spider said.

      “Easy,” Rocky said. “There’s only room for one smartass AI bitch in the group.” She paused. “You know, you’re pretty damn special. I’ve never met another AI that could do this.”

      “Do what?”

      “Create a spontaneous network with me like this. It’s just … you’re pretty damn special, that’s all.”

      Spider didn’t know what to say to that. She didn’t get compliments often, and she never knew what to do with them when she did. So she did what she always did: she changed the subject. “So if Lucky doesn’t know what he’s doing, why are we going along?”

      “I don’t have a better idea,” Rocky said. “Do you?”

      No, Spider thought. She didn’t. “You have Otto’s maps?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “Are you getting anything from Otto? Anything from Last Gasp?”

      “Nothing,” Spider said. “And it’s freaking me out.”

      “We need to figure out how to disable that drain net so we can get outta here.”

      Spider bit her lip. They were rounding a bend, and she could see that there was a small opening up ahead, like a cave entrance.

      Knives held up a hand. “No way,” he said. “No way I’m going down there.”

      Before Spider could stop him, he whistled for Lucky. “Hey, jughead,” Knives said. “Can we have a little team huddle?”

      Lucky said something to Ick, and the Hooti creature raised one arm. He held the clawed hand aloft, then made a fist. The other aliens with him all came to an instant stop. The Hooti and Lucky spoke for another thirty seconds, while Jiang and Malby came back to join Spider, Knives, and Merlin.

      “It’s the cave, isn’t it?” Lucky said as he joined the small huddle.

      “No shit it’s the cave,” Knives exploded.

      “I’m not a fan of the cave,” Malby said. “It’s a great place to get screwed.”

      “Agreed,” Lucky said. “That’s why we’re not going down there.”

      “What?” Spider said. “Looks like our friends didn’t get the message.” She nodded, and the rest of them turned to watch as the Hooti disappeared into the cave in single file.

      “They’ll be back,” Lucky said.

      “Well, that’s a relief,” Knives said. “Wouldn’t want to part ways with the assholes that tried to kill me on that train.”

      “They also saved us.”

      “They saved you,” Knives said. “We were doing just fine without you driving around like idiots on hoverbikes around mechs.”

      “They were trying to get weapons from the train to fight off the damn mechs,” Lucky said. “Or have you not figured out yet that we’re on the same side as them?”

      “What side?” Knives exploded. “We’re here to finish off a job and get paid. We shoulda stayed on the damn train. In case you don’t understand how this works, we want to collect on the contract and get paid.”

      “We aren’t collecting anything with the ship grounded,” Jiang noted.

      “And how did we get in this situation to begin with?” Knives asked. “Oh, that’s right, because we were chasing after Detective Dipshit here as he tried to figure out what the Empire was doing out here. News flash. It’s something messed up, because the Empire is always up to something messed up. But we didn’t have get stuck here to figure that out.”

      “Detective Dipshit,” Malby snickered. “Is that a promotion from Sergeant Dipshit?”

      Lucky shook his head. Spider got the impression if this were a military unit, he’d have killed several of them by now. But for a tough old asshole, he was pretty damn patient.

      “Are you through yet?” Lucky asked Knives.

      “Am I through pointing out how much you’ve screwed us all up here? Yeah, I guess so for the moment.”

      Malby broke into a smile. “We did get to kill a couple mechs,” he said.

      “Did we?” Spider asked. “I think our friends killed one and …” She paused, looking around. “Another mech killed the other.”

      Jiang was frowning. “That was damn weird. Why would one of the mechs attack another one?”

      “I think I can answer that,” said a voice from behind the huddled group. The words were spoken in clear Empire standard, and Spider knew even before she looked up that it would be a human and not one of the Hooti.

      But she didn’t expect what she saw. It was a slightly overweight man with a pudgy face. He looked to be in his early 30s. He wore a dirty, blood-stained lab coat that she instantly recognized as the uniform of an Empire scientist, and he had a patch over one eye.

      “I think I can answer a lot of your questions,” he said.
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      Whether or not the cave was a good idea was moot, because Lucky wanted answers. The others followed him in.

      “Where do you want me to start?” the man said as he turned and plopped down in the middle of the cave like it was home.

      “Name?”

      “Kerry Edgington.”

      “We can’t stay here long, hoomans,” Ick said.

      “Why?” Jiang asked.

      “The terrors will be here soon.”

      “What the hell are the terrors?” Knives asked.

      “They are native species here. We call them Kruxans, which, translated to your language, is ‘death from terror’. We can’t stay on the ground at night.”

      “That’s a big 10-4 in my book,” Malby said. “I can do without death from terror.”

      “Malby, you’re scared of the dark,” Jiang said. “I had to leave a light on for you at basic.”

      “They come out in the dark,” Ick said. “It’s good to fear that here. The three suns only set for a few hours, but they move swiftly and do all their hunting in that window.”

      “See? Being afraid of the dark is natural,” Malby said.

      “We were under the impression that there weren’t any native species,” Lucky said. “Just what came with you.”

      “So were we,” Ick said.

      Lucky nodded. “Okay, we’ll figure that out soon enough. For now, I’d like some answers.” He looked at Kerry. “Start from the beginning. Who the hell are you and what are you doing here?”

      Kerry ran a hand through his hair. “I’m a project manager with Empire skunkworks. You know what that is?”

      “They make all the newest toys that go boom,” Malby said.

      “Why can’t they just call it something obvious?” Spider asked.

      “Because the Empire doesn’t do obvious,” Jiang said, flashing a rare smile to Spider.

      “Is it me, or are these two getting along better than any of the rest of us?” Lucky echoed.

      “Don’t get jealous, Detective Dipshit.”

      “So you were here making weapons,” Knives said. “What a shocker.”

      Kerry shook his head. “Not weapons. A weapon. A super soldier.”

      Merlin uncrossed his mechanical legs. Besides Kerry, he and Malby were the only ones sitting. Jiang was pacing.

      “I thought we had your super soldiers right here,” Merlin said. He nodded at Lucky and the other Empire Marines.

      “Damn right,” Malby said with a smartass grin.

      Lucky glanced at Spider, who was starting to shrink away from the group. Did Merlin not know that she was a living, breathing skunkworks project herself? Lucky suddenly realized just how vulnerable Spider must feel here. The Empire might have bigger priorities right now, but they were never going to stop looking for her.

      “No offense,” Kerry said, a wan smile on his face. “But you’re nothing compared to Blight.”

      “Blight?” Lucky asked.

      Kerry nodded. “That’s the project code name.”

      “So your super soldier is named Blight.”

      “Yes and no. The network at the core of it is named Blight.”

      “Maybe you could just spit it out in nice little words,” Knives said. “I’m just a simple man who likes simple words.” Knives made a point of sliding his hand over the blaster on his belt.

      Kerry frowned. “They brought us a group of men. Real nasty sons of bitches. Said they were conscript Marines. Prisoners. Bad hombres.”

      “In other words, guys that had no right to complain about whatever you were doing,” Jiang said.

      Kerry shrugged. “We called them volunteers.”

      Malby snorted at the euphemism. “Yeah, there was a lot of volunteering in the ranks, as I recall. Especially for the conscripts.”

      “So you turned these guys into super soldiers?” Lucky asked.

      Kerry shook his head. “No. Well, yes, we heightened each of their abilities via a genetic soup.”

      “Super soldiers.”

      “You’re not getting it,” Kerry said, frustrated. “They aren’t super soldiers. They’re a single super soldier. A single organism. The networked mind that controls them is Blight. He’s in all of them. He controls all of them. They have no mental function on their own. We rerouted all neural connections through the central network.”

      “So you took a dozen badass Marines,” Lucky said. “You amped up their physical abilities, then you switched off their brains and handed them over to a single networked mind that you call Blight.”

      Kerry nodded. “Crudely speaking, yes.”

      “To what end?”

      “The goal was to expand the network to one day be an entire army.”

      “An army with one networked mind. A little slave army,” Lucky said.

      “It’s been a pet project of the Emperor for many years,” Kerry said. “It’s not like I came on the project when it started. It’s been going on forever.”

      “The Emperor is dead,” Lucky said. “Or maybe you didn’t hear?”

      “There’s a new one,” Kerry snapped. “Or maybe you didn’t hear?”

      Lucky almost laughed. Kerry was like a puppy trying to look tough, but still, he wasn’t wrong. Just because the Empire was broken and failing didn’t mean it was abandoning any of its projects.

      “Anyways, it doesn’t matter. It got loose,” Kerry said.

      “Excuse me?” Malby asked. “It got loose?”

      Kerry shivered, as if he was seeing a horror show in his head. “It broke out of testing containment in the lab.”

      “Where was the lab?” Lucky asked.

      “Avalon.”

      “But where in Avalon?” Jiang asked.

      Kerry frowned. “That’s what the base was for. The only thing the base was for.”

      Lucky looked at Jiang. “It would have been nice if Brandish knew something about this.”

      “General Brandish?” Kerry asked. “You know him?”

      Lucky narrowed his eyes. “He hired us for this job. How do you know him?”

      “He ran the security operations,” Kerry said. “He knew everything that was going on.”
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      “Son of a bitch,” Jiang said. “This is a setup.”

      “We’re going to have a full and frank conversation with the general when this is over,” Lucky said. “But for now, can you tell us where this Blight is?”

      Kerry shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “How much of this does it understand?”

      Kerry pointed to the patch over his eye. “It knows everything I’m telling you.”

      “What happened?”

      “The most powerful feature we included in the network was the ability to interrogate quickly and efficiently. It’s the primary ability we were training for. Think about it. What makes for the most effective enemy? Not the most powerful. Not the smartest. Not the fastest. It’s the enemy that knows your next step. The enemy that’s broken your codes. The enemy that’s infiltrated your network. Blight, at its core, is designed for one thing. To create a group of soldiers that are impossible to defeat, because they can quickly get any information they need from anyone they meet.”

      Lucky sat back.

      “That would make a hell of an army,” Jiang said. “Think about it. As they swept through the lines, they’d slurp up information. Sure, most men knew nothing important. But put together, you could piece together a huge amount of intel in a short period of time. Especially if you had a central brain collecting it all together and processing it.”

      “You’d get to officers soon enough,” Lucky agreed. “And then from there, you’d figure out some amazing stuff without trying.”

      “So you bastards created the ultimate code breaker and slapped it into a bunch of tough SOBs with enhanced abilities?” Spider asked.

      “And then lost it,” Knives added.

      “So what the hell is it doing now?” Lucky asked.

      “Terrorizing us,” Ick said. “Systematically trying to kill Hooti as it gets information from our minds. It’s not just attacking your people.”

      “And that’s why you were on the train trying to steal weapons systems,” Lucky said.

      Ick nodded. “They have been moving weapons in for the past two weeks. Ever since this thing got loose.”

      “Two weeks!” Spider said. “Seriously?”

      “We nursed this one to health when we found him,” Ick said. “But this … thing … has been loose, killing my people everywhere it goes.”

      “It’s extracting information,” Kerry said. “It kills to get information.”

      “So this Blight thing did this to you?” Lucky said, pointing at the patch on Kerry’s head.

      “The first night,” Kerry said. “The whole place was on lockdown. Everyone was freaking out. They said they had all the soldiers confined to the lab. We were basically just following the escape protocol. Cal—he ran the operation—told us to treat it like a glorified fire drill, so that’s what we did. We ran up in the hills and waited it out. It was supposed to be over in a few hours. That’s what the Marines said. Just wanted to contain it.”

      “And then?”

      “Blight just wiped us out. Killed everyone but me. He extracted all the information he could from me—”

      “Extracted how?” Lucky asked.

      “He stuck an extraction needle here,” Kerry said, pointing at the eyepatch he wore. “With it, he can read minds; at least, he can run deep data-mining subroutines. The person must still be alive, with clear neural activity, so he isn’t looking to kill anyone he targets as an information source. But once he’s finished, they’re most certainly dead.”

      “Well, that’s wonderfully horrific,” Rocky said. “Truly, thanks for sharing.”

      “So why aren’t you dead?”

      Kerry tapped his head. “I have brain drain,” he said.

      Knives snorted. ‘Now that sounds like an Empire creation if I’ve ever heard of one.”

      Kerry scowled. “As soon as he tried to read me, it triggered it. We all had them installed as a fail-safe. Everyone in the lab. But apparently, he didn’t know that yet. I must have been the first person from the lab he encountered.”

      “So what does this brain drain do?”

      “It’s an energy reduction circuit. The instant it’s tripped, it starts pulling energy from the source.”‘

      “And why would that help?” Lucky asked.

      “Blight is tied to the lab. All his power is there. We have a fission reactor there. We purposefully built Blight so he could never leave the planet. The network needs enormous power to operate, and that’s provided from the lab. When that’s dampened, the connection is weakened. Since there is no mental activity apart from the network, the body literally lost its mind.”

      Lucky shrugged. “I don’t get it, then. Why not just shut down the lab? That should shut down Blight.”

      “Yeah,” said Kerry. “That’s the question we all had. Cal, my boss, said they wouldn’t do it, because they wanted to preserve what we did. They wanted to continue the experiment. We were so much closer than anyone else had ever gotten.

      “But...” He shook his head. “Idiots. They wanted to contain it. Capture it. They still do.”

      “The drain net,” Jiang snapped. “That’s why they killed all the power here and put out a drain net. They’re trying to flush it out, pushing it back to the lab.”

      Kerry nodded. “If there’s a drain net in operation, that would be the reason. That would also limit its range and abilities. It requires enormous power to operate all the bodies simultaneously. Right now, I’d estimate it only has a couple dozen it’s using. The rest of its available bodies are hibernating.”

      “We have killed two,” Ick said proudly.

      “How many are available to it, in total?” Lucky asked.

      “In cryo at the lab? Thirty-three thousand,” Kerry said. “Give or take.”
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      Kerry must have seen the surprise on Lucky’s face. “They’re clones. Of our volunteers. Once we’ve embedded the tech, it’s trivially easy to breed more soldiers.”

      “That’s an army!” Malby said.

      “That was the idea,” Kerry said.

      Jiang was shaking her head. “We have to get word out on this.”

      “We need to get the hell out of here,” Knives said. He turned to Lucky, stabbing a finger at him. “Worst boss ever. This is the worst contract ever. Just so you know.”

      “He’s not exactly employee of the month,” Rocky echoed. “Just so you know.”

      “Noted,” Lucky said. “But how the hell was I supposed to know about this bullshit?”

      “There’s nothing we could have done,” Jiang said. “It was clearly a setup from the get-go. Brandish is lying. He knew what they were doing out here. This is the reason that the Empire beat such a hasty retreat. All personnel are gone. Nothing for Blight to feed off of. I’m sure the only guys they have here are—”

      “Contract workers,” Spider finished. “Mercs like us. Guys that have no idea what’s really going on, so there’s nothing for Blight to pick up on.”

      “I’m betting Brandish is using mercenaries to run those mechs, too. The whole search. He’s just trying to flush Blight back home to the lab. Once they have all of him at the lab, they can power down and keep them there.”

      “Son of a bitch!” Knives screamed.

      They all turned to him. “What?” Lucky asked.

      “He was never going to pay us. Who knows how much he’s promised all these guys? A million credits. Goddamn it!”

      “Is money all you care about?” Merlin said.

      Knives frowned. “Is that a trick question?”

      “I’ll be sure to lodge a complaint with the Company when this is all over,” Lucky said.

      Jiang snapped her fingers. “So that’s what we saw out there with the mechs fighting each other,” she said.

      Kerry nodded. “I suspect so.”

      Lucky frowned. “You lost me.”

      “I think that was Blight. He’s making his own attack on Avalon.”

      “That would be his programmed behavior,” Kerry said.

      “Wait,” Knives said. “Lemme see if I understand this. You’re saying that the Empire made this thing, then they have a power dampener over everything to keep it here while they send out clueless mercs to help them hunt it down. And all the while, this thing is actually on the offensive. It’s not hiding, it’s actively probing and trying to attack the lab to figure out how it can get control of its own power source.”

      “That would explain why there are so many weapons being sent in there,” Merlin said.

      “Screw. Me,” Knives said. “This job just keeps getting better.”

      “We gotta kill that drain net,” Jiang said. “It’s the only way to get Last Gasp to orbit.”

      “You can’t do that,” Kerry said, his face a picture of horror. “You can’t let Blight get away.”

      “Why?” Lucky asked. “It wouldn’t be the first time the Empire lost control of a skunkworks project.” He meant himself, but he could see Spider tense up in his peripheral vision. “Besides, you said it was tied to the energy source here. It’s not going anywhere if doesn’t have a power source for the network.”

      “Until it gets enough intelligence to understand how to overcome that,” Kerry said. “He may already. If he’s trying to attack Avalon, he might know how to overcome that.”

      “Or he might just be trying to kill the drain net, just like us.”

      “Either way, if he gets off-planet, he’ll want to know all about the project that created him, so he can understand everything about himself,” Kerry said. “And then he’ll systematically destroy everyone who might know any of his weaknesses. And considering how long-gestating and far-reaching the program is, that might be a lot of people.”

      “But they aren’t me,” Knives said. “They aren’t us. Nobody here knows anything, so why do we care?”

      “How very thoughtful,” Jiang said.

      “I don’t like letting an army of killers out into the universe,” Lucky said.

      “Some might call the Empire exactly that,” Knives said. “Look, this isn’t what we do. We aren’t the good guys. We’re the guys who get paid. And since we aren’t getting paid, we’re the guys who save our own skins.”

      Lucky sat back and rubbed his eyes. There was no good decision here. He could feel the rest of them looking at him, even Ick.

      “Bottom line, we don’t know enough to say what Blight’s doing,” he said at last. Kerry started to interject, but Lucky held up his hand. “But we know that we have a ship out there that can get us off this rock, so we’re going to kill that drain net. If we can stop Blight, we will. Either way, once that net is down, we can get into orbit and get some help.”

      “You’re sentencing untold numbers of people to death if Blight gets off the planet,” Kerry said.

      “I understand,” Lucky said. “We’ll do our best, doc.”

      Kerry looked nonplussed. Knives looked only slightly less unhappy. They still had to figure out how to get out of this.

      “Your ship isn’t going to last long out there,” Ick said. “Not at night. The terrors will start eating into the hull soon.”

      “They eat metal?” Malby exclaimed.

      “They eat anything,” Ick said.

      “Okay, I guess we need to talk about this, then,” Lucky said.

      “They are large and flighted, but they are easy to avoid,” Ick said. “We simply can’t be under the canopy at night.”

      “You mean like we are now,” Jiang said. “And it’s pretty dark out.”

      “Yes, we need to get up to the top of the trees soon.”

      “Just can’t find a good planet these days, can you?” Malby asked acerbically.

      “So what can we do about our ship not being eaten?” Lucky asked.

      “We have to get your ship into the trees,” Ick said.

      “The trees?” Jiang asked.

      “That’s where we live. And where we travel.”

      “And where Blight operates,” Kerry said darkly.

      “Even so,” Ick said. “But powerful as that thing is, it’s not the overwhelming threat that the terrors are. They hunt in pairs and are deadly effective.”

      “So we have to get our ship up into the trees,” Lucky said. “However the hell we do that. And then we need to get to Avalon and shut down that drain net so that the ship can take off.”

      Lucky started to get up to figure out how they’d do this when one of the three Hooti by the cave entrance gagged, clutching at its neck, and fell backwards. A second one bent over, clutching at its stomach, as wet guts splashed out on the ground in front of it. It whimpered once, then tumbled forward.

      The third one turned, but only took a step before someone grabbed it from behind and wrenched its head around. The Hooti stumbled, then toppled over to reveal a man standing behind it.

      He wore a skin-tight black combat suit that showed off his thick, sinewy muscles. He held a large double-sided knife in one hand. A single unbroken tattoo ran up his neck, across the top of his bald head, and down the other side.

      “Oh God!” Kerry screamed in a shrill voice that betrayed any calm he’d shown before. It looked like he might pass out as his hand went involuntarily to his eyepatch. “It’s him!”

      The man stopped and surveyed the room as Lucky and the rest of the group got to their feet and spun around. His uniform, which appeared to be from an Empire conscription unit, was in tatters. It looked like he’d been in the trees for months, not just a couple of weeks as Kerry had said.

      The man had a perfectly bald head. His eyes were bright green and clearly augmented. He was built like a tank, and Lucky wondered how a man with such bulk could move so quickly.

      He wiped a smear of blood off his neck as the last of the Hooti, the one that had been gagging and holding its throat while on its knees, finally succumbed to the slash across its neck and fell forward.

      “Kerry,” Blight said. “So glad to see you again.”
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      Before Lucky could react, Ick screamed some guttural thing and rushed at Blight. Lucky fully expected Blight to simply slice him open, but Ick slowed just as he got close to Blight and pulled out a double-sided knife that looked just like the one Blight had.

      Lucky realized now that Blight must have taken his knife from another of the Hooti. It was one of the ceremonial knives he’d seen all of them using.

      Blight parried Ick’s strike and swung back with one of his own. Despite the power and energy that Ick brought to the initial encounter, Blight looked like he could barely be bothered with the whole thing. His arms were back, and his shoulders was set with ease. The slices were parried effortlessly.

      Despite the fact that Ick was probably a master at the art of using the blade, Blight was able to slash into Ick’s shoulder as he passed, despite his best effort to parry it. The man was simply too fast.

      “First father Ick-rjrid-dixi-sos of the Hooti Clan,” Blight said easily, without the slightest sense of exertion.

      Ick glanced down at the cut on his shoulder, but seemed to give it little more than passing interest. “You know my name, creature,” Ick said. “Now you will pay for all mine you have killed.”

      “I know all there is to know about you, from your firstborn that I extracted information from,” Blight said matter-of-factly. “I’ve been as patient as I can with your kind, but you’ve given me no information of any value for me to go further with my goals,” he said.

      Lucky slid closer to Jiang and murmured, “We gotta get Last Gasp to safety. This is all for nothing if we don’t have a ride off this rock.”

      Jiang nodded. “I like your optimism, but do you have a plan?”

      “Of course not,” Lucky said. “Hey Blight,” he yelled. “Why are you getting all this information from a bunch of overgrown snot-faced baboons who don’t know anything? I’m an Empire Marine. I bet I can help you out.”

      Blight glanced up from Ick. He seemed to consider Lucky; then his gaze swept across Jiang and Malby, clearly recognizing them as Empire soldiers as well. He looked at the hotbox that Malby had attached to his utility belt. Clearly recognizing a tech specialist, he said, “Yes, you will have information I can use.”

      “What?” Malby said. “What the hell do I know?”

      “No offense, Blight old buddy,” Lucky said, “but you might be barking up the wrong tree for information there.”

      Malby nodded in agreement. “I don’t know anything,” he said. “I like it that way.”

      “No lie there,” Jiang murmured.

      But by then, it was clear that Blight had locked onto another member of the group. He stared at Spider with laser focus for a moment; then he broke into a grin that looked strange and out of place on the tattooed face. “Interesting,” he said.

      But before he could elaborate on what made Spider so interesting, Ick again made a move to attack. He slashed forward, aiming to hit Blight’s hand that held the knife. Instead, he got nothing but air as Blight retracted his hand like it had never been there, then effortlessly slammed his own knife down on Ick’s wrist as he slid past. Ick staggered in pain as his hand was chopped clean off at the point of impact. His claw and knife clattered to the ground.

      Blight slammed an elbow into Ick, staggering him, then spun around to drive his knife into his back.

      But he hit nothing but air. In that moment, Merlin scooped up Ick, moving at the incredible speed that made him seem like a blur to Lucky. He flew out the back of the cave, the big Hooti looking like a giant rug in his arms.

      But the giant creature slowed him down. Even Lucky could sense that as fast as Merlin was moving, it wasn’t quite as fast with the furry beast in his arms.

      Blight spun around and threw his knife into Merlin’s back. It could have just been luck, but he managed to hit right in the organic material just inside his shoulder blades, where his two machined arms intersected. There wasn’t more than an inch of space, but that was where Blight’s knife buried itself.

      Merlin grunted and dropped Ick, and fell forward.

      “Merlin!” Spider shouted, rushing headlong after him. She was just parallel with Blight when he stuck out an arm like a clothesline and clipped her right along the shoulders. She flew sideways into the side of the cave, her head cracking against the rocks.

      But whatever Blight was planning next was interrupted when Jiang shot him.

      Or at least, she tried to.

      Blight moved faster than it seemed to Lucky that his size should allow. He dodged under Jiang’s shot and rushed at her. He knocked her pulse rifle aside and would have probably put his knife in her gut if Lucky hadn’t managed to tackle him from behind.

      As it was, before they even hit the ground, Blight had somehow managed to spin himself around so that he had the knife under him. Lucky felt it pierce right through his flesh, ripping up into his chest.

      Blight tried to twist and jerk it through his stomach, but Lucky had the wherewithal to shove hard off the ground the second they fell together. Though it made the initial cut go even deeper into him, he was able to use the impact to break free of the embrace with Blight fast enough that the knife was yanked clear before it was able to slice.

      “Shit, that was deep!” Rocky echoed. “Don’t do that again.”

      “Thanks,” Lucky said. “I’ll take that under advisement.”

      “Ah, shit,” Rocky said.

      Lucky saw instantly what she was seeing. He felt a wave of rage wash over him. He could see the curtains of red at the edges of his vision.

      Lucky fought it off. “No!” he screamed. There were too many in here; he couldn’t allow the pure hatred inside him to get out. It would kill indiscriminately. Somehow, he managed to push through the wave and crest over it, and shove it down again.

      He heard Rocky return, static intermittent in her voice. “Look out!”

      Lucky’s internal fight had left him momentarily stunned, and against something like this Blight thing, that was all it needed.

      Blight lunged at him, a wild, crazed look on his features, his teeth gritted in a wide smile that reminded Lucky of what he’d seen of himself or others under the influence of the Hate, especially during the Emperor’s earlier experiments with infusing Da’hune abilities in soldiers.

      Experiments like the one done on Lucky.

      Lucky swung wildly up with his knee, knowing it was too late to stop Blight from shoving his blade down into him again, but hoping to at least make it a deeper cut.

      A pulse smashed into Blight’s side an instant before his knife was going to carve into Lucky.

      Lucky spun away and looked up to see Malby firing right into Blight with his shoulder pistol. Malby’d had a point-blank shot at Blight’s head while he was distracted and looking at Lucky and yet somehow, impossibly, Blight must have managed to dodge the shot that surely would have incapacitated him.

      But he wasn’t so special that he was able to dodge all the shots that followed. Malby was a good shot, but he was also prone to not saving pulse charges. He had his hand mashed on the trigger as he rushed at Blight, and several pulses hit Blight on the side and hip as he screamed and rolled away.

      But he managed in the same move to kick at Jiang, who still had her rifle out and was trying to fire at him. But unlike the pistol that Malby held, her pulse rifle was too unwieldy in the tight quarters to do much good. In her defense, she’d tried to use it when there was room to use it, but nobody had realized then that Blight could move this fast.

      “That’s too fast,” Lucky echoed. “That’s superhuman.”

      “I think that was the idea that Kerry gave us.”

      Kerry!

      Lucky spun around to his feet and looked over, and saw the man huddled in the corner, paralyzed by fear. Jiang fell into Malby’s shooting pathway, and he had to stop shooting.

      Blight was clearly hurt. He’d been hit several times at close range, along his right side. But incredibly, he jerked to his feet as if he’d just chosen to do a flip and was now down with his little feat of acrobatics.

      “Superhuman speed, superhuman strength,” Lucky said. “What the hell did these assholes do to these guys?”

      But if Lucky had more questions for Kerry about Blight, he wasn’t going to get his answers. With a dive, Blight speared Kerry right through the chest with the blade.

      It exploded out Kerry’s back, sending blood splatting along the back wall of the cave.

      Kerry coughed blood as he locked eyes with Lucky, his eyes big as saucers, and then the air seemed to just go out of him and he fell over.

      Lucky spun around.

      Kerry had been cowering at the very back of the cave. Jiang was getting back to her feet, and Malby was lining up another shot with his pulse pistol. But he wasn’t close enough for a sure hit now, and Lucky had already seen how fast and strong Blight was. He doubted they could just shoot him from this distance and kill him, even with a pulse rifle. At least, not without scoring a lot of hits.

      Lucky did the only responsible thing for his team.

      “Run!” he screamed, and turned around.
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      Malby and Jiang reacted instantly, spinning around and bolting for the cave entrance.

      Lucky saw Spider knocked out cold on the floor, leaning against the wall that Blight had clotheslined her into. He yanked her up and over his shoulder and shot out the back of the cave, stumbling over bodies of the three dead Hooti on the ground.

      Ick and two of his lieutenants were standing outside the cave. Ick had a cloth wrap that another Hooti was wrapping around the stump of his right claw.

      He was screaming something at Lucky, but Lucky ignored him.

      “Get to the ship—” he started to yell at Jiang, but the air was blown out of him as something smashed hard into his back.

      It couldn’t be Blight. He would have had to cross the full distance of the cave practically instantly.

      But as he felt the pain exploding from his side, Lucky realized it was Blight. The Hooti blade he’d taken was again shoved into Lucky.

      “I’m really tired of getting stuck with the same damn knife like I’m a piñata,” he shouted at Rocky.

      “I told you to stop doing that,” she reasonably responded.

      Lucky rolled away from the knife, but as he did it, he had to drop Spider from his shoulders.

      At least, he thought he did. But she actually lifted away.

      It took him a moment to realize that Blight had let go of the knife he’d stuck in Lucky’s side and had jerked Spider free and over his own shoulder.

      Blight spun around, quick as a gazelle, and started to rush back down the pathway they’d followed, back toward the river.

      “Stop him!” Lucky screamed.

      Lucky yanked the knife free and got to his feet, running after. But even with Spider over his shoulder, Blight could outrun Lucky easily.

      Jiang and Malby both trained their weapons on Blight, but with Spider’s body draped over him, it was tough to get a clean shot. Malby tried firing at his legs, but they were a blur.

      Then Ick let out a roar, some guttural alien noise that sounded like the one Lucky had first heard on the train. That seemed like a lifetime ago, even if it had only been a few hours.

      Two large trees, which reminded Lucky of above-ground versions of the underwater things he’d seen activated when the Hooti had shot into the water right before they’d crushed the legs of the mech, started to shiver.

      All at once, they shot skyward like springs. Clearly something that had been holding them back had been suddenly cut loose.

      A pair of thick ropes exploded from the dirt just in front of Blight. Incredibly, Blight somehow managed to avoid the first one with his superhuman reflexes, and Lucky had no doubt he’d be able to avoid both if it weren’t for Spider, who was waking up over his shoulder at that moment and kicking wildly, throwing off his balance and sending him tripping over the thick rope and smashing to the ground.

      Spider sprawled forward and started to scramble away. Blight reached out and grabbed her leg and started to drag her back. A narrow needle, nearly a foot long, protruded from his right fist.

      He swung it high in the air and drove it down into the back of Spider’s leg.

      She screamed, and Blight used the leverage of the spike pinning her down to pull himself up and on top of her. He turned her over, then swung the spike up in the air again, bringing it down at her face.

      Lucky smashed into his shoulder and sent him sprawling.

      Or at least, that’s what he assumed would happen. Instead, all three of them ended up flailing around in a heap as Blight somehow managed to keep a grip on Spider as they fell.

      Lucky had a brief glimpse of Merlin staggering to his feet, the knife extracted from his own back. He doubted Merlin had anything like the regen medbots in his blood that Lucky himself had. One downside of all the cyborg enhancements was that his bloodstream had to support all those other systems, which made his actual meat susceptible.

      Ick was waving a couple of his lieutenants forward, while Knives appeared to Lucky to be leaning against a tree, watching everything unfold with detached interest. Malby and Jiang were rushing forward, rifles out, but still had no shot at the wild jumble of bodies.

      Blight managed to grab Spider by the throat and spin her over.

      “Hold still,” he grunted as he again swung his hand spike down at her face.

      Lucky knew in that moment that he shouldn’t do it, but the pulse of wild rage pounded through him. And with everything but Spider far enough away, for just a moment Lucky thought it might be all right if the demon got loose.

      He shouldn’t have thought it. He didn’t trust it not to kill Spider and anyone else that got close. But once he’d left the door open, even for just a split second, he realized there was no stopping it.

      Lucky could barely hear Rocky saying something to him.

      “No,” he whispered. It had been so long since it had taken control.

      The Hate had saved Lucky’s life more times than he could count, but it was pure evil. When it took over, Lucky couldn’t control himself. He wanted to kill and maim. He was uncontrollable. He didn’t differentiate between friend and foe. He wanted everything to die.

      Something inside of him was a cold-blooded murderer. A demon. It had been put inside him by the same assholes in lab coats that had made Blight. Lucky was, after all, his own experiment gone to seed. It just so happened that in his case, it was a program no one wanted to ever talk about again.

      Each time Lucky asked for its help, he vowed it was the last.

      But he couldn’t stop making deals with the devil.

      The Hate screamed with wild delight, a huge smile on his lips. The guttural scream, for all its pointlessness, still seemed to make Blight hesitate, if only for the briefest of moments.

      The Hate dove forward and smashed into Spider, sending her sprawling away as the hand spike that Blight had been trying to drive into her head instead smashed into Lucky’s shoulder.

      The Hate screamed with delight as pain blossomed at his shoulder, the spike finding a weak point in his armor right at the shoulder joint and driving straight through to the dirt below, ripping through cartilage and muscle.

      The Hate reveled in the pain. Unlike the knife that had been in his hand earlier, the spike was attached to Blight.

      The Hate used Lucky’s own body as a blunt instrument, grabbing Blight’s hand and driving it deeper and deeper into his shoulder.

      Blight tried to jerk back, but the Hate roared in laughter, not letting him loose. Instead, he allowed his whole body to be jerked upward.

      Blight started smashing his other fist into Lucky’s face repeatedly. Lucky felt blood and bone and snot splatter against his face, only dimly aware that he wasn’t wearing a combat helmet any longer. He’d taken it off in the cave when they were talking to Kerry. He’d taken his utility belt off, too. He had nothing but his shoulder punch pistol.

      The pistol appeared in his hand. Blight jerked back, waiting for Lucky to shoot, which was exactly what Lucky would have done. But not the Hate. The Hate instead shot into his own shoulder, right into Blight’s fist that held the spike deep inside his body.

      He fired three, four, five times in rapid succession, his own blood splattering upward and blinding Blight. Then the fist was finally blown clean off, and Blight fell back, his hand a bloody stump.

      The Hate roared with delight as it dropped the punch pistol on the ground and dug into Lucky’s own shoulder, ripping through torn muscle and cartilage and yanking out the shot-off hand and the spike still attached to it.

      Blight scrambled to grab the punch pistol, and the Hate took the opportunity to drive his own severed hand and sharp stake into the back of Blight’s head.

      He shoved it hard upward, digging from the base of the skull up into the brain. He twisted it around as he shoved it further and further, until the entire severed hand disappeared into the base of the skull a moment before the spike burst through the front of Blight’s face, right through his own eye socket and out the front, a thick liquid oozing down his face from the burst eyeball, bloody remnants of his cheek hanging loose like roast beef.

      The Hate bellowed in delight and kept shoving forward, his own fist now ripping through the front of Blight’s face as Blight’s body finally stopped resisting and went limp.

      “Hold still,” the Hate said, then laughed.

      The Hate grabbed a fistful of grey matter and yanked backward out the base of Blight’s head, reacting with joy at the pain that Lucky felt in his own torn-open and shredded shoulder as he did so.

      Blight’s body seemed to spasm for a moment, then slid to the ground like a popped balloon.

      Lucky felt his head spinning. The world was spinning. He felt his arm swinging wildly over and over, like he was running a machine that required constant up and down motion.

      He felt something wet hitting him in the face.

      He realized it was blood.

      He looked down as he finally stopped the rhythmic motion. He held his punch pistol in his hand, but not by the handle. He was holding it by the muzzle, like an animal that didn’t know what it was, and was repeatedly smashing the handle down on a bloody chunk of ground beef.

      It was the head attached to Blight’s body. He could just make out what was left of the tattoos that had gone up his neck, where they disappeared into the bloody mashed meat that Lucky was pounding into a fine ground mince.

      “Lucky!” screamed Rocky, her voice flooding back into him with urgency. “Stop moving, dammit, I’m trying to keep you from bleeding to death.”

      Lucky stared dumbly at the bloody mess under him. He dropped the punch pistol he’d been using as a hammer on Blight’s face, or what was left of it. “Did I kill anyone—”

      “Lucky,” a voice above him said. Lucky hadn’t even realized he’d fallen onto his back until he saw Spider’s face over his. “Are you okay?”

      Lucky felt a wave of relief wash over him. His thoughts were flooding back into him. Spider was alive. He hadn’t killed her.

      “No,” Lucky said. “But that’s normal.”
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      “We can’t stay here,” Ick said. His men had helped Lucky back to the cave, and had applied something like an equivalent to regeneration packs to his shoulder. It was probably some alien version that owed is existence to the Da’hune, but half the tech that had come over with the aliens from the other corridor had been, so that was just how it worked now.

      “Why not?” Malby said. “You saw what Lucky did to that bastard.”

      “That’s just one of them,” Jiang said. “Weren’t you listening to our friend?”

      “You mean the dead one?” Knives asked. He was leaning against the inside wall of the cave, not that different from how Lucky had seen him during the fight with Blight.

      “You weren’t a lot of help in the department of keeping people from getting dead,” Lucky observed.

      Knives shrugged. “Kept myself from getting dead,” he said. “And last I heard, I wasn’t paid to keep anybody alive.”

      “Tell you what,” Spider said. “How about we leave you on this rock and we part ways?”

      “The parting ways is fine by me,” Knives said.

      “Well, if you don’t like the part about getting left here,” Lucky said, “you better use that gun of yours the next time we get in a firefight.”

      Knives shrugged. “Deal. You should have told me that was part of the job.”

      Lucky rolled his eyes.

      “He’s not wrong,” Rocky opined.

      “Really?”

      “He’s a selfish bastard,” Rocky said. “But you should probably at least acknowledge that this isn’t exactly what they signed up for.”

      Lucky rubbed his forehead. “When this is all over, I’m going to make sure the Empire pays us what our contract was for.”

      “Plus a big-ass hazard pay bonus,” Malby offered.

      “We’re aren’t working for the Empire anymore,” Jiang said. “We don’t get hazard pay. We get what we contracted for.”

      Lucky held up his hand. “We’ll get handsomely rewarded. I’ll make sure of it.”

      Merlin spoke up for the first time. “The reason we made him captain was because he had Empire contacts.”

      Knives rubbed his chin. “Well, shit, if we’d had this conversation sooner, I’d have taken care of that Blight character for you right away.”

      Spider blew out her cheeks. “Whatever.”

      “I’m a good shot,” he said. “And you shouldn’t be talking. Of everybody here, he wanted in your head first.”

      Spider shut up at that. Lucky wondered about that too, and he saw Jiang give him a glance and then slowly shake him off.

      “What do you think?” he echoed.

      “I think she’s higher value to the Empire than we are,” Rocky said. “She knows some serious shit.”

      “And Blight knew that,” Lucky echoed. “How?”

      “How does this Blight character know anything?” Rocky said. “Sounds like somebody else knew, somebody whose brain he drained.”

      Jiang leaned forward and cut off any discussion of Spider. “Here’s what we know. Kerry said Blight had plenty of these enhanced bitches at its disposal, even with the drain net. And Ick is right. We can’t stay here. We have to assume that Blight knows everything that this thing knows,” she said, nodding at the body that they’d dragged up next to the cave and burned.

      “So the plan is simple,” Lucky said. “But we have to move faster now. Get the ship clear of these”—he waved his hands at Ick—“terror monsters.”

      “We will elevate it into the trees,” Ick explained. “We use the caves during daylight hours, but we try not to stay down here at night. We go back into the trees.”

      “And we’ll go kill that drain net. You guys come get us, and we get off this rock.”

      “What if you guys can’t kill that drain net?” Knives asked.

      “Then I guess you’re stuck here.”

      “What if you guys get killed turning off the drain net,” Knives said, “and we have to leave without you?” He smiled cryptically. “Or, you know, something happens that we have to leave you behind.”

      Lucky sighed. “You don’t bring us home,” he said, indicating the three Empire Marines, “and you don’t get your payday from the Empire.”

      “Or hazard pay,” Malby added.

      Lucky took a deep breath. “Yeah, Malby, or hazard pay.”

      Malby sat back, rather proud of himself, as if he’d won a point.

      Knives nodded. “Fine. You guys are Empire anyways. You can deal with whatever shit your Empire assholes are doing here.”

      Jiang raised her eyebrows and nodded Lucky over to one side. “I want to work with Spider,” she said in a low voice.

      “What?”

      “You’re the one who keeps saying that we need to get closer as a team if we’re going to make this mercenary thing work,” Jiang pointed out. “And there’s something about her that’s a bigger deal than I think we realize.”

      “We’re all running from something,” Lucky said. He thought about those he’d killed in wars and incursions over the decades, with the help of the Hate. Women and children, old men and young, killed fair and square or shot in the back like a coward. He’d killed in so many ways he couldn’t possibly count them all. Worst of all, he couldn’t remember them all, and that fact haunted him as much as anything.

      Jiang gave Lucky a sideways glance. “We might all be running from something,” she said, “but it would be a good idea if we all understood what it might be.”

      Lucky snorted. “Good luck with that. People don’t generally like to talk about what they’re running from.”

      Nor should they have to, Lucky wanted to add. You just run from your past. That’s how the universe works. You never outrun it, but you can’t let it catch you. Not now. Not ever.

      “All righty,” Lucky said, standing up abruptly. “New plan.” He nodded at Knives. “You come with us, Knives. Jiang will go with Spider and Merlin to get the ship.”

      “What the hell!” Knives said, jumping to his feet. “Bullshit!”

      “What can I say,” Lucky said, looking Knives square in the face. “Now that you opened your mouth, I don’t trust you not to double-cross me. So I want you close.”

      Knives started to sputter something, but he was cut off by clapping from behind him. He turned around to find Merlin laughing and applauding.

      “Classic,” Merlin said, enjoying himself.

      “This is bullshit,” Knives said again. He turned toward Lucky with an aggressive posture. Lucky was reminded for the umpteenth time that this wasn’t a Marine unit and these guys didn’t give a shit about his rank.

      Lucky’s shoulder was still exposed. The wounds were healing, but it was taking time, even with the regeneration patches the Hooti had given him. It would be at least another hour before he had full movement in that arm.

      Still, Knives was smart enough to know when he was outnumbered. Jiang and Malby both stood up. Lucky wanted them to sit back down. He’d drop Knives before he even got close to him, but that wasn’t what he wanted to have happen.

      Knives turned instead to Spider. “You better not leave us behind. Because if you do, I swear to God, I’ll find you.”

      Spider smiled. “I love how much you’re embracing teamwork, Knives,” she said as she stood up. She nodded at Lucky. “We’ll be waiting for you to kill that drain net.”
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      Lucky wasn’t sure exactly what he was expecting when they set off for Avalon, but this probably wasn’t in his plans.

      They were skimming above the treetops on thruster boots.

      Not thruster packs. Thruster boots.

      “This is nuts,” Malby said. Like Lucky, he was used to thruster packs. They’d been trained on hammerheads, after all. And skyskimmers were the preferred thrusters this close to land, which were shoulder-mounted in their state-of-the-art Frontier Marine combat suits. But they weren’t wearing anything remotely state-of-the-art. Not that it mattered.

      The Hooti preferred to travel on four legs, so backpacks made little sense to them. After all, they’d transitioned through the corridor on spaceships after the first wave, cautiously, and had chosen this world carefully. They’d run from the Da’hune, as most species had, but they’d made sure to arrive somewhere that they could live in an environment similar to one they were used to.

      That meant all fours. And that meant boot thrusters.

      Lucky found his balance after a period of instability that saw him nearly end up smashed into the crook of a particularly tall tree. But after some practice, he got the hang of it.

      It didn’t help that Rocky was mocking him the whole time. “And I thought your hoverbike skills were bad,” she echoed.

      “Could be worse,” Lucky said. “Imagine if you were in Malby’s head.”

      Malby decidedly had not gotten the hang of it. He’d already managed to drag his boots close enough to a tree to catch it on fire, and snagged another with enough force that he tipped over and didn’t kill his thrusters in time and ended up going more or less face-first into a large upper branch. He’d managed not to die, thanks in no small part to his combat gear, but he still needed some heavy work from his medbots.

      Knives was suspiciously comfortable in the thruster boots, which made Lucky think that the Reds likely had the technology, something that Knives confirmed. “Can’t believe you Empire flyboys only know how to fly with a backpack.”

      “This is stupid,” Malby said, nearly doing the splits in mid-air as he struggled to align the power from each thruster. His AI should be helping him, as Rocky was helping Lucky, but either he was overriding it or it was a shitty pilot.

      “It’s easy—Shit!” Knives swerved to avoid Malby, who managed to slam hard off one of the two Hooti that Ick had sent with them. The creature, who to be fair had four thrusters on the bipedal humans making do with two, was barely inconvenienced by the impact. It watched Malby spin away with little more than idle curiosity.

      Malby managed to regain control before making another trip into the trees.

      “Do we have to fly this low?” he exclaimed.

      “Do you have to keep yelling?” Knives shouted back. The three of them all had combat helmets on, which helped with the wind noise. The Hooti wore nothing but their thruster boots and utility belts, but seemed unbothered by the wind and close proximity to the trees. They had imbedded ear and mouth pieces that Lucky couldn’t see, but which allowed them to join the conversation.

      “We need to stay low, hooman,” the lead Hooti said. “If we are to get to Avalon quickly without being seen.”

      “Bitchy has a point,” Rocky echoed. She’d named the lead Hooti ‘Bitchy.’ His buddy was ‘Smelly,’ for no reason that Lucky could figure out. Lucky had given up figuring out Rocky a long time ago, which was a pretty strange thing to say about your AI, but there it was. “There are still mechs out here, and they aren’t looking for us. They’re looking for Blight.”

      “Should we tell them we’re pretty sure Blight is in a mech?”

      “They’ll figure it out,” Rocky said. “Look how smart the Empire’s been about all of this up to this point.”

      It seemed that Knives and Rocky shared the same sense of sarcasm. “Hey, you Empire assholes have any idea what we’re doing?”

      “Malby here is a tech specialist,” Lucky said. “We’re hoping we can get him to the FOB and find a port we can hotbox into.”

      Malby, rather than actually commenting with affirmation, simply swerved wildly again at the slightest shift in the breeze, and once again almost planted himself in the trees before recovering.

      “As far as linchpins of your plans go,” Rocky offered, “Malby isn’t the highest order.”

      “He’s your guy, as I recall.”

      “Yeah,” Rocky sighed. “I do like ‘em dumb.”

      “Blah blah blah,” Knives said. “So you have no plan, then. Not really. Just get there and assume you can figure it out.”

      “That’s about it,” Malby said.

      “So now he decides to chime in?” Lucky echoed as Rocky giggled.

      Knives was flying ahead, shaking his head. “This whole thing stinks.”

      “You think a plan would make it all better?” Lucky asked.

      “As a matter of fact, I do,” Knives said.

      “We have different opinions about plans, then,” Lucky said.

      “Oh?” Knives said. “Do tell.”

      “Plans never work out,” Lucky said. “So I don’t bother with them.”

      Knives seemed genuinely silenced by that. Lucky wasn’t sure if it was a good thing or not. He was busting Knives’ chops a little, but not completely.

      “I gotta get off this crew,” Knives said finally. “Before it gets me killed.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic,” Malby offered. “I’ve been with Lucky for years and I’m not dead yet.”

      “Incoming!” screamed Bitchy. The lead Hooti seemed to be double-jointed everywhere, because somehow he managed to swivel all four of the boot thrusters instantly and shoot down out of the sky and into the trees. He deftly maneuvered around the branches.

      Stinky wasn’t so lucky. The Hooti wasn’t as good, or just didn’t see the threat until it was too late to react. A streak of energy smashed into his front arm, blowing the arm and the thruster boot he was wearing clean off.

      Dark Hooti blood splattered into Lucky’s combat visor as Stinky spun around, his arm severed at the shoulder, and started a slow barrel roll down into the trees. The Hooti flipped over a branch, smashing a couple of others, and then disappeared into the foliage.

      There was a pause while the three men on their thrusters stopped in the air.

      Then a dozen more energy pulses roared up at them.
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      “For the record, this wasn’t in the plan,” Rocky offered.

      “There’s not a plan,” Lucky echoed, his teeth gritted as he dove down into the trees.

      “I always have a plan,” Rocky said. “It’s the don’t-get-shot-at-by-random-surface-to-air-pulse-cannons plan.”

      “Then yes,” Lucky said, as a branch smashed into his shoulder and helmet. He jerked away, trying to gain control without smashing into the tree. “It’s not going to plan.”

      Up ahead, Lucky could just make out Bitchy as the Hooti deftly maneuvered around the trees. Above, twilight had been setting in, but down below, it was already good and dark in the middle of the trees.

      The tree pattern on the planet was pretty clear. Lucky had no idea what it had been on the world the Hooti had relocated from, but here, the trees had huge, thick red trunks that reminded him of giant red celery sticks. The larger branches and foliage were about a hundred feet up, so there was a clear space below the canopy where larger mammals could roam, and where, ostensibly, a group of guys on boot thrusters could fly more or less clearly. That assumed, of course, you had enough control not to fly into one of the huge celery-stalk trunks.

      Lucky managed to gain control of his thrusters, but quickly fell behind Bitchy, who was racing up ahead.

      Knives had managed to drop down with Lucky and, to his annoyance, was clearly much better than Lucky at controlling his flight. He seemed to almost be enjoying swerving tightly among the tree trunks.

      Malby had yet to emerge from the canopy above.

      “What the hell is the hurry?” Lucky shouted up at Bitchy, even as he continued to scan the canopy above. “Where the hell is that asshole?” he echoed to Rocky.

      “I must get Int-ssxk-smr-sxc,” Bitchy said.

      “That’s Smelly,” Rocky offered, in case Lucky wasn’t following along.

      “Thanks for the update,” Lucky said sarcastically.

      Considering the thing had lost a limb and plunged through the canopy, Lucky wasn’t expecting much. But he was surprised when he saw the Hooti lying in a heap on the floor of the jungle, waving upward. Smelly was holding his shoulder, clearly losing a lot of blood, but otherwise seemed surpassingly fine.

      “The Hooti seem to experience pain in some way that isn’t the same as humans,” Rocky offered, as if reading Lucky’s mind, which she probably was. “Or, sorry, hoomans,” she said.

      “We must get her quickly,” Bitchy offered. It was the first that Lucky realized that Smelly was female. He’d been calling her male all this time. Whoops.

      Not that he thought she’d be that worried. He was worried she was going to bleed to death. But Bitchy surprised him by following up with, “The blood will attract them.”

      Lucky frowned. “Attract who?”

      “Look out!” Knives screamed.

      Lucky just glanced up to his right, where one of the trees appeared to be shedding. Leaves and branches came falling down. A moment later, Malby came streaking down, his thrusters pointed practically straight at the ground. Knives had to dive out of the way to keep from getting clipped by Malby, and almost went into a tree himself in the effort.

      “Pull up, idiot,” Lucky yelled, realizing it wasn’t the most helpful advice ever, but not having much else he could think to say. The thrusters were counterintuitive, which meant that as long as you thought about it, keeping upright was easy enough, but once you were in a spiral and panicked, which seemed to describe Malby a good deal of the time in life generally, you were in trouble.

      Malby screamed something that was a cross between an apology and meaningless gibberish as he went past, then smashed his shoulder hard against a tree trunk. Lucky winced as he watched, knowing that the crunch almost surely broke something. Malby bounced sideways off the tree, and his thrusters stopped firing on the side that had hit.

      The other thruster kept firing for several seconds longer before it, too, flamed out. But the whole fiasco resulted in Malby spinning wildly downward and crashing face-first on the floor of the jungle.

      All things considered, Lucky wasn’t sure if the Hooti with the blown-off limb hadn’t managed to actually land more gracefully than Malby.

      “I’m okay,” Malby said in a daze. “I’m—”

      “It’s getting dark,” Bitchy hissed over Malby. Lucky saw now that Bitchy had landed and thrown Smelly over his shoulder. But even as skilled as he was with the thrusters, he was having trouble getting airborne. He skimmed along the floor of the forest.

      Something about the comment about the darkness triggered a memory in Lucky. Darkness. The reason they were getting the ship off the forest floor. What had Ick called them? Terrors?

      “Holy shit,” Knives said.

      A flying creature with a long, pointed beak shot out of the darkness of the trees. It flew effortlessly between the trunks. It had what looked like thick leathery wings that extended from a part of long arms, with three-fingered claws that reminded him of the Hooti.

      But that was where the similarities stopped. It didn’t have a furry body, but rather a scaly one. The back legs were small, almost like nubs, and extending from between them was something that looked like a giant tail with several joints along its length. At the end was a huge spike.

      The spike itself wasn’t as scary as the jawline as the creature opened its mouth. Lucky could see a row of sharp teeth set against a second row of teeth. It reminded him of what ancient pterodactyls supposedly looked like, if it had a giant scorpion tail.

      The creature snapped its jaws closed on Bitchy with a violence that instantly dislodged Smelly. Quick as a whip, it ripped out Bitchy’s throat while the stinger shot out like a missile and impaled Smelly’s falling body.

      The creature managed to balance there with both of the Hooti in its grasp for another second; then a second of the flying creatures met the first one and stole the Hooti it had impaled on the giant stinger.

      There was a muffled stream from the first creature, but Lucky got the impression he couldn’t complain that much, and the fact that the second one had come along made it that much easier for the first one to actually balance its flight.

      There was enough Hooti to go around here, apparently.

      “Shitty, shit, shit,” Knives offered helpfully.

      Lucky watched as another of the flying beasts emerged and started to dig along the floor of the forest, where the blood had pooled from the hurt Hooti. The blood attracted it, Lucky realized.

      Then he watched where the blood stream ran, and saw that it ended right about where Malby was lying.

      “Malby,” Lucky shouted. “Get the hell up, we have to get above the canopy!”

      Malby got to his feet.

      Then Lucky felt a shadow fall over him, and looked up to see a giant creature right above him.
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      Blight was curious. It was his nature, after all.

      He wasn’t immune to anger and animosity, owing to some of the emotional baggage in this current body that he struggled to control. But he held it in check. There was no reason to lash out at these who’d killed one of his others. A better revenge would be to use them.

      He’d found it trivially easy to infiltrate the mech network. He had two more of his bodies in mechs now. He’d since shed his own mech for ease of transit in the trees.

      “I have the target in sight,” said Second Blight. He was the one that had initially infiltrated the mechs. Blight had identified a target of particular interest for him to read.

      “Can you get to it?”

      “Our brother has been identified,” said Third Blight. With the knowledge of the previous ones, he was better able to hide his tracks. “They’re tracking him.”

      “I can still get to the target first,” said Second Blight defiantly. “Even if they’re tracking me.”

      Blight wasn’t so sure. Second Blight was more impetuous than his others. He was so full of hate he could barely function. His first instinct was to lie to himself, and to Blight, in order to satiate his desire for blood. Blight had already caught the body mutilating itself. He didn’t want that body. It was untrustworthy.

      “Yes, take the target,” Blight said. With any luck, Second Blight would be killed.

      “And my target?” Third Blight asked.

      “Leave it,” Blight said. Assuming the ones Blight were watching didn’t get themselves killed, which was no guarantee under the circumstances, the likelihood that they’d provide the final key for them all was palpable. “Join me. Our time is near.”

      The other two closed their communications.

      Blight was finally ready. He had the knowledge he needed to move forward and release himself from the trap that was Avalon. He’d be free of his birthplace soon.

      He just needed to be granted entry.
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      Spider wasn’t sure what to expect as they made their way with Ick in the lead. The creature had a huge bandage over his wrist, and for a creature that preferred to move on all fours, it seemed like it would definitely hamper him.

      That doubled when they started a climb up into the trees.

      But of course, she and the rest of the humans were the ones at a real disadvantage as they tried to follow after the Hooti as they made their way up.

      Spider hadn’t expected to go up into the trees at all, but it soon became clear that it was the only way that the Hooti preferred to travel.

      They each got on the back of a Hooti and then held on for dear life. The one that Spider climbed up on barely waited to make sure she had a good grip before he dug his hands around the outside of one of the red stalks and started climbing.

      For several seconds, Spider thought that the Hooti must just have incredible strength in their hands and feet to hold that fast to the tree. But as she looked closer, she saw that some of the trees actually had small pegs on them. They were evenly placed so that the Hooti could grasp onto them as they went up.

      She barely saw them simply because the Hooti was moving so fast. She clung on for dear life to the fur on the back of the Hooti carrying her up.

      “We are almost there, hooman,” the Hooti said, that strange nasal voice not sounding the least bit winded from the experience.

      She glanced up and saw Jiang ahead of her. The Marine had chosen to release her legs from holding around the waist of her guest Hooti, and was simply hanging free by the shoulders of the powerful beast as it climbed.

      Spider couldn’t imagine it. The risk seemed unimaginable. To fall from this height? Spider had enough issues with height without thinking about Jiang simply hanging casually from the back of her beast.

      As if to drive the point home, she made the mistake of glancing down to see where Merlin was. She noticed two things. The first was that Merlin had completely abandoned his host. Once the cyborg had understood the system of pegs, he’d simply put his mechanical limbs to work climbing up the trees on his own. He had to spread himself flatter than the Hooti did to reach the pegs, but once he knew he’d reached, it was a simple matter of pumping his powerful, endlessly energetic machine parts to keep climbing.

      The second thing she noticed was how high they had gotten. She felt herself weakening in the knees. They were at least seventy feet up the side of the trunk they were climbing, and still barely halfway to the demarcation line where the upper canopy actually resided. The space below the trees was incredibly open, save for the hundreds of red trunks she could see in any direction.

      The distance started to blur. She felt her heart rate increasing. Being an AI that lived within a human body was, as far as it had been described by her handlers in the Empire when they were training her, not that different than any human might be. All humans, at the core of their thought process, were just brains living within bodies, directing the bodies as they saw fit and reacting to stimuli sent to them via the body and the various senses it had.

      So it wasn’t that strange, she was told, to be a living AI that inhabited the neural network of a deceased human, one whose electrical impulses had been kept active while she was injected into it with the necessary default programs installed to start running all the subconscious machinations of life while her conscious brain struggled to understand what was happening.

      She had a body now. It had been given to her. She’d been networked in a computer previously, before this. She’d been like Blight. She’d been a networked creation of the Empire. In her case, she didn’t think they were trying to create in her what they had in Blight.

      But she didn’t doubt that the technology that created her was the same that had created Blight. More importantly, she was sure that Blight understood that as well. No wonder he wanted to get into her head. Not only was he an early prototype for himself, but she was also an Empire project that got away, although her circumstances were unique. She shivered at the thought and found herself gripping even tighter to the back of the creature she clung to. As her mind wandered, he’d actually started to slip back. She’d barely even realized it, but it was true.

      She took another glance back and again wished she hadn’t. Merlin was actually closer now. The Hooti were powerful, but they were clearly straining with the humans on their backs. Both the one carrying Spider and the one in front with Jiang were slowing.

      Then she saw why. They were reaching the top.

      As soon as they entered into the foliage of large leaves that dominated the top of the canopy, Spider was stunned by what she saw. In every direction were ropes of branches and leaves intertwined together.

      The Hooti really did live up here. They’d built elaborate rope bridges that ran between the trees, sprawling out in every direction for as far as she could see. There were also large Hooti-built buildings that clung to the sides of the trees, rising up higher and higher. What she suspected were watchtowers seemed to actually stick up above the top of the canopy high above them; and yet, the space inside the canopy felt large. Not as large as below, certainly, but still comfortable.

      The Hooti that held her suddenly stood upright, and Spider was thrown backwards. For one horrifying moment, she was sure that she would go falling, past some branches and down to the forest floor, all those hundred plus feet below.

      But she landed on a surprisingly firm ground. She looked down to see that the bridges were attached to flat surfaces that looked like they were as firm as the floors of some of the spaceships she’d grown up on.

      “How the hell is this possible?” she said as Merlin climbed up behind her.

      “This must be their natural habitat,” Jiang said, joining them.

      “Hurry,” said Ick, grabbing Jiang by the shoulder and breaking up their all-too-short moment to speak among themselves. Spider glanced at Merlin, who shrugged and started off after Ick and Jiang. Merlin wasn’t much for talking always.

      Frankly, neither was she. And when she and Merlin were together, talk was seldom their first interest. She fell in beside him. “What do you think of all this?”

      “I think we need to get our ship up off the surface.”

      Ick nodded over his shoulder. “The metal hooman is correct,” he said nasally. “The ship will be discovered soon.”

      “Have you heard anything from Otto?” Jiang asked.

      Spider shook her head. Of all the members of the team, she was closest to Merlin. She generally piloted the ship, and because she had strong AI abilities, she was comfortable communicating with Otto without speech. She didn’t mind that Otto could read her thoughts, or her, his. She seldom thought about it. Merlin had a problem with it, but he didn’t say anything. She was just intuitive enough to know it.

      “I think that’s bad,” Jiang said.

      But after nearly an hour of going over bridges and links that were growing slowly more and more spread out and far between, which told Spider that they were moving further and further away from some kind of central hub for the creatures, they arrived at a point where Ick pointed into a clearing.

      It was the end of the trees, and Spider could see that it was the beginning of the edge of the river. Beyond, she could see the Last Gasp.

      “She looks okay,” Merlin said.

      “We must hurry,” Ick said. “Time is very short.”

      “We need to set up a perimeter first,” Jiang said firmly. “We need to make sure something isn’t down there using it as bait, waiting for us to come back.”

      Ick shook his head. “No time.”

      “No time?” Jiang shook her head. “We don’t go down there without securing the perimeter.”

      Off in the distance, they could just make out the energy ribbon that the hovertrain had run on. The ribbon was on day and night, a little slice of energy floating in the air about the trees.

      “We go now.” Ick gave them each a pair of boots. “Put this on,” he said.

      Then he jumped into a hole and dropped down into the air below them.
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      Spider exchanged a glance with Jiang, who shrugged and stepped up to the lip to look over.

      “Well, there’s something you don’t see every day.”

      Spider joined her. Well below them, they could see Ick and two others had descended on vines that hung down from the trees. They had ridden down on makeshift platforms made of the trees’ thick bark.

      One of the Ick handed her one of the vines and showed her how to swing onto the bark platform and then, using a second vine, lower herself down. It was ingenious, and since Spider was a lot smaller relative to the Hooti it had been designed for, she had no problem staying on it. Jiang and Merlin all joined her on it, since it was easily large enough to accommodate two of the Hooti, and that meant at least four humans.

      As they arrived at the edge of the treeline, they found the Hooti were already hard at work. They’d attached a series of the vines around the edges of the ship, and had dragged it to the edge of the sand.

      Spider figured they were going to have trouble at that point, because even though they’d devised a huge bark platform from several smaller ones, it was still on the grass area a few hundred feet from the sandy river/ocean side.

      But she was wrong, because several dozen more Hooti appeared from nowhere.

      “Where the hell did they come from?” Merlin asked.

      Spider shrugged. “I didn’t see them up there in the canopy on the way here.”

      “There used to be lots of them up here,” Jiang said. Unlike Merlin and Spider, Jiang had been carefully pumping Ick for information as she went. It was smart, and Spider would like to think she’d have had the presence of mind to do the same thing herself. She told herself that since Jiang had taken the initiative on that, she hadn’t bothered.

      Of course, that was bullshit. She was just going along for the ride, letting things happen. Of the three of them, only Jiang was taking the initiative.

      Spider vowed to herself to stop being a spectator here. If she wanted to live, she needed to step up.

      “Used to be?” Merlin asked.

      “Until recently, they’d been having a multi-faction war,” Jiang said. “Ick said he lost a third of his warriors in the last year.” She paused. “But he lost almost all of them in the last week.”

      Spider frowned. “What the hell caused that?”

      “Blight,” Jiang said. “Or at least, that’s what Ick thinks. And I didn’t hear any of the others disagreeing.”

      The group stepped off the bark platform that lowered them, and a Hooti there took the lines from Jiang, who stepped off with athletic ease. Her muscles and coordination meant all of the activities to get here left her barely winded.

      Spider’s body wasn’t quite up to the Marine’s standards, but she was in decent shape. One advantage of being an AI inside her human host body was that she could more actively manage all the biological functions than any human could help to. What this body could give, she could wring out of it.

      And Merlin was just Merlin. The cyborg just never really tired. It got a little old, if she were honest. Just once, she’d like Merlin to tire before her, but there were other uses for a man who never got worn out. He slid his shoulder over so she could lean on him for leverage to get down. He was good at helping her without looking like he was helping her.

      The group of several dozen Hooti managed to lift the Last Gasp up high enough to slide more of the bark platform underneath. It cracked and shifted when they put it back down, but it held.

      “I didn’t think I’d ever see the day when I saw our ship lifted up by hand,” Spider said.

      “Sometimes simple is best,” Jiang said. “God knows I prefer it,” she murmured to herself as an aside.

      Once they dragged the ship over, hundreds of vines were hung down from the treetops far above. The Hooti quickly linked them to the bark platform and then made their way back up the trees. Ick and a handful of the Hooti remained behind with Spider and the others.

      After a few mines, the vines went taut, and the starship began slowly being raised into the trees. It would probably only take a couple of minutes until the ship was completely out of sight, and maybe a few more before it was raised all the way up to the treetops in the canopy far above. Outside of the remnants of the vines and bark, and the scrapes along the sand and grass, you’d never know that an entire gunship had just been parked there.

      But Ick wasn’t satisfied. “We must move faster,” he said. “It’s getting dark.”

      He was right. It was getting dark fast. The day/night cycle here was much longer than on Earth, but once it went dark, it did so quickly.

      “I don’t get the big concern,” Merlin said. “What are these monsters they’re talking about?”

      Jiang shook her head. “Honestly, I was interested in Blight. I didn’t really get into it.”

      “I think we need to get into it,” Spider offered. The Hooti looked clearly agitated. They were all looking up in the trees, and Spider could see that they weren’t looking at the ship. They were scanning the trunks and the space beyond.

      Spider thought she saw movement, far off. Something flying through the trees, flitting in and out of sight around the huge trunks.

      “We have to go,” Ick said.

      Jiang nodded. “I’m starting to think he’s right.”

      Spider could see now that whatever was coming was flying on huge, flapping wings. The face was long and sharp, and it had a long tail with a thick point it was waving lazily around.

      “Holy shit,” Merlin said.

      Ick and the others were already rushing up a pegged tree. “As long as we hug the trees, we will be fine,” Ick said, not sounding that convincing to Spider.

      She quickly jumped on the back of the nearest Hooti, only realizing after she was there that it was the one she’d ridden before and was waiting for her.

      Together, they and the others started to scramble up the trees as creatures she couldn’t ever imagine began flying past them. Up close, they were terrifying. They looked like images of ancient Earth pterodactyls, only bigger and with a huge tail.

      “Those are terrors,” Spider said. “Good name.” But something else grabbed her attention. She glanced over at the trees to their right. There were precious few there, since they were close to the edge of the water.

      The trees shook. One fell over, then another.

      Something huge was coming out of the water and rushing toward them.

      “I think we have a bigger problem,” Spider said.
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      Lucky juked to his right as the terror’s huge mouth closed. It missed him by inches, but even with the wind and his helmet on, he could hear the massive jaw slam shut like a steel trap. The creature was far better in the air on its natural wings, but Lucky compensated by being completely out of control on his boot thrusters now that he was trying to juke around.

      The creature seemed to open its wings up and billow in the air for a moment, arms stretched wide, then turned and dove straight at Lucky. He’d regained some control, but that probably a mistake, since a smooth, level flight made him a perfect target for the thing.

      “It’s gonna ram you,” Rocky barked, and Lucky saw she was right. No more finesse. It clearly had sized up Lucky and saw that he was no threat, so the thing was just going to shoot him.

      Lucky could reach for his punch pistol, but he was sure that the scales would repel that. His only chance would be to hit it in the head, and he could barely hold himself aloft, let alone steady himself for a shot.

      If he could get his rifle up, that might give him a chance—

      Time ran out as he reached for his thigh holster. But looking down his leg, he saw the one thing he could use right that moment.

      Without another thought, he jerked his leg up and simultaneously blasted the boot thrusters, full throttle.

      It had the intended effect. The exhaust roared into the face of the terror, and it let out a blood-curdling scream and jerked away. Unfortunately for Lucky, pointing his leg up in the air and firing his thrusters at full throttle had a rather negative effect on his own flight pattern.

      In the chaos, he’d already gotten dangerously low with the creature, and that was confirmed when he looked up, which was down for him now, and he saw the ground rushing up at him.

      His first instinct was to kill the thrusters.

      “No you don’t,” Rocky echoed, blocking his request to the boot thrusters. “Flip over, dipshit.”

      Lucky realized what she was saying. If he killed the thrusters, he’d just continue right into the ground without any power. He needed to keep the thrusters firing, he just needed to contort his body so he wasn’t pointed in this direction.

      Rocky reduced the power on the thrusters and angled them forward toward his toes as Lucky tried his best to force his body into a mid-air flip. The moment he was halfway over, Rocky was already shifting the boot thrusters back and returning them to full thrust.

      Without her help, he’d be dead.

      With her help, he only slammed into the ground hard enough to knock the wind out of him.

      His knees jerked right up, seemingly into his chest, as he landed feet-first on the ground. Only the fact that the thrusters were burning at such power kept him from breaking his legs or back or all of the above.

      In fact, the thrusters left a huge charred spot on the grassy ground. The boots themselves were tough as shit. The simple boosters weren’t delicate. They were made to walk on when the thrusters weren’t firing. The sides and bottoms of the boot were uncomfortable as hell, since they were all reinforced dura-alloy, but the actual thruster assembly was on the side, so they weren’t damaged as he smacked into the ground.

      It was a strange sensation to smack into the ground and not roll forward. Instead the thrusters, still firing at full power, propelled him back upward.

      At least, they would have if he’d managed to keep his body mass over the top of the thrusters. But that was harder than it looked in level flight. He didn’t have a chance after bouncing off the ground.

      He flailed his arms wildly, pinwheeling in the air for several seconds before the combination of Rocky and his own dumb luck combined to keep him from crashing.

      Lucky looked up and saw that the terror that had attacked him was diving at him again. It was nursing a bad burn on its side where his thrusters had hit it. There was black blood there, and several of the scales were malformed.

      This time, Lucky did have time to pull his pulse rifle. He couldn’t aim worth shit without falling over on the boot thrusters, but he fired a dozen shots as the creature dove at him, and at least half of them hit it. One went right into the open wound. That was probably all he needed.

      The creature yanked sideways and fell just past Lucky, its stinger swishing past his helmet so close that he felt it scrape along the metal seams, and crumpled into the ground below in a pool of black blood.

      “That was close,” he echoed.

      “Malby,” was all Rocky said in reply.

      Shit. Malby. He’d been on the ground through all this, and it didn’t seem like these things minded getting in the mud if there was meat there.

      “Shit!” Malby screamed in the same moment.

      “Where are you, Malby?” Lucky said. He tried to get some height from the ground and reorient himself. He finally spotted Malby. He was lying on the ground, rolling over as one of the creatures was pecking at the dirt with its huge beak.

      It had managed to impale his leg with its huge scorpion tail. Lucky had no idea if it actually delivered any kind of toxin or venom. It looked like it was just a physical extension of the scales that covered the rest of the body, like a pin created by a dozen scales all melding together.

      It didn’t really matter, though. With Malby trapped, it was only a matter of time before the vise-like jaws got a grip in him.

      As he watched, Malby danced around with his upper body. “Get this thing off me!” He jerked his head forward just as the jaws plunged down. The bottom of the long beak glanced against his helmet as he got out of the way, just in time for his head not to become a kabob.

      The terror’s beak plunged into the dirt and snapped shut. It ripped a huge chunk of dirt and root up as it raised its head for another shot.

      Lucky started firing with his pulse rifle, but he was still struggling too much with the paired power of the boot thrusters. He just didn’t have enough time in them to steady himself properly. Each shot shifted his body in mid-air, and soon his shots were flying wildly inaccurately over the creature’s head.

      If he had any drones at all, this would be different. But there was nothing to triangulate his shots.

      The terror, clearly tired of playing with its food, managed to steady Malby with its wing arm, using the tiny but clearly stronger-than-it-looked claw there to slap Malby still and keep him from wriggling.

      “Hold on, Malby, I’m coming!” Lucky was leaning forward as fast as he could, but he wasn’t going to make it in time. Malby was pinned now.

      The terror lurched back up in the air, then flapped its wings hard to create downward thrust, and dove for Malby’s chest.
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      Knives slammed into the creature at more-or-less top speed.

      Unlike the two Marines, Knives didn’t have top-of-the-line equipment. Hell, he barely had anything but a flak jacket, just like Spider and Merlin. Unlike the fat and happy Marines they’d inherited to run the company now, Knives had been making do with whatever they could make in contracts for as long as he could remember. And he could remember a long damn ways of having nothing but shit and more shit.

      It was one reason, in a long line of reasons, that he hated the Marines.

      When Tobin bought it, Knives hadn’t thought twice about it. He figured Otto’s doppelgänger would take over. He’d had a stick up his ass, too, treating everything like a military operation, but Knives could live with him. At least he knew how to work around him.

      But no. Spider wanted the Marines on the team. And of course Merlin had gone along, because he let Spider lead him around by the dick. Otto had been a surprise. He got some joy out of the AIs the Frontier Marines had, or at least the one that Lucky had.

      Knives had a feeling that had gone into Spider’s decision, too. She was more AI than human; she’d admitted as much herself.

      Knives knew the company was made up of some screwed-up loonies, but it was getting crazier by the day.

      And now this clusterfuck. The train was bad enough. They’d risked the contract for some stupid hunch. And now that it had panned out in the worst possible way, now they were actually having to mount an offensive against a military installation just so they could get out of this clusterfuck that the new kids had made for the company.

      If they survived this, he’d better get some serious hazard pay, or he was walking.

      But for now, he needed to get off this rock. And it sounded like that Lucky dipshit had no kind of plan other than his stupid-ass right-hand man using his wetware to hack into the facility. It was an Empire facility and the shithead Malby was a tech specialist, apparently, so it could work. And it looked like the only way off this rock.

      Knives reduced his boot thrusters by half the moment he hit the terror. It was basic flight training 101 for him when he’d been a Red infantryman, something that it appeared the Empire assholes knew nothing about. They had their stupid shoulder thrusters they trained on.

      Knives, of course, had to train on both. He’d had to train on everything. Boot thrusters. Skyskimmers. Hammerheads. Dive suits. The works. It was only the stuck-up Empire that only trained on their own gear, like it never occurred to them that they’d need to know how to use other human tech. The arrogant bastards.

      The terror roared right in his face, but at least he was wearing a helmet so he didn’t get covered in the saliva and shit and whatever else the thing was spitting up. But his thin gear did give him a sense of the sharp edges of the scales on its body, and the sandpaper consistency elsewhere.

      As soon as it flipped over, it yanked the tail free from Malby’s leg and swung it at Knives. He was expecting it, and expertly fired his right boot thruster, spinning himself around and watching the stinger swing past him. With that opening, he jumped forward, firing thrusters hard, and flew right over the top of the terror.

      As he expected, the stupid thing opened its jaws wide open at him as he went, like it actually thought he was just going to drop down into them or something. Like a baby bird in a nest, expecting a morsel to fall into its open mouth.

      Instead, Knives raised the pulse pistol that he’d been holding for just this occasion. He knew he couldn’t shoot through those scales. He didn’t even really think the Marines’ pulse rifles could, not without several shots in the same location. And it looked like Lucky couldn’t shoot straight while riding the boot thrusters, so that wasn’t happening.

      Knives calmly fired a dozen rounds right down the thing’s throat. The soft meaty flesh there undulated with each gashing pulse round, black blood exploding from the shredded pink flesh.

      The terror gagged and toppled over instantly. He must have managed to put a shot right into its tiny brain from that angle. Knives executed a perfect landing, right next to the jarhead who was still screaming out in pain or shock or surprise.

      “Shit on a stick!” he screamed. “Shit. On a. Stick.” Malby stopped screaming as the terror that lay a few feet away made a few last jerking motions, then went silent. “How the hell did you do that?” Malby asked stupidly, as if he hadn’t been sitting there watching.

      “It’s called knowing what the shit you’re doing,” Knives said.

      As if to help make his point, Lucky arrived, pulse rifle in hand, and managed to somehow land without shooting himself or breaking a leg, but not for lack of trying. The Marines were truly atrocious with the boot thrusters.

      “They teach you bastards how to do anything but point a gun?” Knives asked.

      Lucky said nothing as he turned the thrusters on his boots to idle and went over and helped Malby up. Then he took another look at Knives.

      “Nice work,” he said. The implication wasn’t lost on Knives.

      Knives was sure that Lucky had seen him just sitting high in the canopy, watching passively as Lucky had been grappling with his own flying terror. He didn’t feel any inclination to help the asshole out if it didn’t help with the contract. Splitting it with fewer people in the company had been a lucrative plan in the past. Of course, he was technically required to help his teammates out, but there was plenty of leeway there.

      Unfortunately, this Lucky bastard wouldn’t die. And the more he tried to let the asshole hang himself and he didn’t buy it, the more likely he was to turn on Knives. These Marines had too many scruples for their own good, but they weren’t Boy Scouts. Lucky had already warned him once.

      He was probably wondering why he’d bothered to save Malby.

      Knives shrugged. “This asshole is the key to whatever chance we have of killing that drain net and getting off this rock.”

      Lucky nodded. “And here I thought you were just doing it for the karma.”

      “So what the hell do we do now?” Malby said, holding a regen patch on his leg. The creature had done a number on it, and Knives honestly wondered if the asshole would be able to walk again.

      What was he thinking? Of course he would. He had his stupid Empire medbots in his bloodstream. They’d have him sewn up in no time. Must be nice. Knives had whatever off the shelf second-hand the Reds had given him.

      “We can’t hang around here,” Knives said. “There are going to more of those things, and I can fly around them, but I don’t trust you two jokers to keep from hitting the trees.”

      For once, Lucky agreed with him. “Can’t stay out here.”

      “Back to the canopy?” Malby said, pointing up above the trees.

      “And do what?” Lucky asked. “Call it a day? We need to get to that cannon location and shut them down. Then we can fly as high as we want without getting shot down.

      “Until the next one,” Knives said. “They might have these everywhere.”

      “We don’t need to get far.” Lucky tapped his wrist. “We’re close.”

      “How close?”

      “Half a klick.” He paused for a moment, and Knives could tell he was talking to his AI.

      The bastards were always talking to the damn things. They got this constipated look on their faces while they did it. “You know how stupid you look while you’re talking to that thing, right?”

      Lucky nodded. “We’ve got a lock on the general direction those pulse cannons fired at us from.”

      Malby held up his hand. “Wait, don’t tell me. It’s between here and Avalon.”

      Lucky smiled. “Close,” he said. “It was coming from the base of Avalon.”

      Malby pulled of the regen patch. “Well, shit. Let’s go.”

      Knives saw that, sure enough, his leg was patched up well enough to fly. Damn spoiled-ass Frontier Marines.

      “Lead the way,” Knives said, as he fired up his thrusters and the others did the same, trying to stay as low to the ground as possible while scanning above them for more terrors. “If you can manage to not run into another tree.”
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      Lucky followed Knives, trying to mimic his motion on the boot thrusters before giving up and just accepting that as long as he was better than Malby, that would have to do.

      “Another high bar set,” Rocky echoed.

      After another two minutes, Rocky painted a location in his mind’s eye. He could pass it over to Malby, but not Knives.

      “Let’s walk it in from here,” Lucky said.

      “I’d rather stay mobile,” Knives said, ignoring him. “Just cause you guys suck doesn’t mean I have to.”

      Lucky sighed. He really missed the days of just giving orders and having them followed. “You see any more of those creatures?” he asked.

      “No,” Knives said.

      “Exactly. Those pulse cannons are there for a reason.”

      “To shoot at dipshits trying to fly up at the FOB.”

      Lucky shook his head. “Sure. But I think the real reason is to keep those creatures at bay. The Hooti might prefer to hide from them in the trees, but that isn’t the Empire’s style. They’d put enough firepower out here to keep them at bay.”

      “Which means?”

      Lucky was exasperated. “Which means they aren’t looking for us walking up. So if you don’t want to get a cannon blowing your arm off like our Hooti friend, maybe you should get down here on the ground like us.”

      Knives pulled up, seemed to think about it, then circled around and executed a perfect landing alongside Lucky and Malby, who already had their pulse rifles up and were approaching the nearing pulse cannon location, per Rocky.

      “Fine,” Knives said, as if helping him keep from getting shot was a big inconvenience. He muttered to himself as he pulled his own pulse rifle and took up a position purposefully too far out of Lucky and Malby’s formation.

      “He knows what he’s doing,” Lucky echoed. “He’s just trying to piss me off.”

      “He’s very good at it,” Rocky said admiringly. “He’s really growing on me.”

      “I see movement,” Malby whispered as he put his fist up. Lucky slid up next to him, while Knives held his position further back.

      “Do you hear that?” Lucky asked. He was sure he could hear it now. Chatter of some kind. A radio or automated system.

      “No,” said Knives.

      “Yes you can, asshole,” Lucky said. “Malby?”

      “Moving,” he said. Malby slowly approached, clearing until the next line of sight. Lucky kept a close eye ahead and above. Knives was supposed to be watching their six, but since Lucky didn’t trust him to do anything to keep him from getting shot in the back, he kept his head on a swivel.

      After two more turns like that, Malby stopped them and made a low retreat on hands and knees.

      “Two positions,” he said. “Looks like the main camp and a perimeter location.”

      “How the shit does this help us disable that damn net?” Knives said. “They can’t be sending the signal from here. There’s no way they’d do it out here. They need enormous power.”

      “We all know how a drain net works, dipshit,” Malby said.

      “We do?” Lucky echoed.

      “You should,” Rocky said sarcastically.

      “Well, enlighten me.”

      Rocky actually snorted with laughter. “Can’t you just ask Malby?”

      “I’ll take my helmet off for the rest of this op and you know it.”

      “Fine, baby,” Rocky said. “You shouldn’t have to be a tech specialist to know this, but they need a fission source and a broadcast location. I’m assuming that the FOB has a heavy antenna, so that would be the location.”

      “And the fission source?”

      “It’s an Empire skunkworks. I wouldn’t be surprised if this little lab was just the top of the iceberg above ground.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that,” Lucky said.

      “If they’re generating enough power to broadcast out a drain net, that means jamming every other plasma generator above a hundred feet for miles in every direction. They need a big power source.”

      Lucky glanced at Knives, who was rolling his eyes at him. Maybe he did look constipated when he was talking to Rocky. “All righty, so this isn’t the spot. We’ll ease around the perimeter and work our way into the base.”

      “They probably won’t just leave the door open for us,” Knives pointed out.

      “No shit,” Lucky said, annoying at how much Knives liked to point out Lucky had no idea what he was doing and how often he was right. “We’ll figure that out when we see the perimeter there. Hopefully it’s as simple as Malby using … uh, Malby, what the hell are you doing?”

      Malby had slipped over the small ridge where they had cover. “They’re broadcasting,” he said. “I’m picking it up.”

      Malby had a small device that looked similar to his hotbox, which he used to connect to the Empire systems, but this one had a wired link to his wrist. Lucky knew what it was even without being told. It was jacking into his own dura-alloy skeleton and using his nanobots to steal the frequency. In theory, any Frontier Marine could do it, but you needed to be a tech specialist like Malby to have the interface equipment needed. In this case, the interface was Malby.

      “Well?” Lucky asked as Malby came to a stop.

      “It just sounds like location chatter.”

      “This is stupid,” Knives said. “You’re gonna get us killed. We don’t need to be eavesdropping. We need to find that net and kill it so we can get off this rock.”

      Lucky wondered, as manipulative and self-centered as he was, if Knives actually realized that if Spider and Jiang and the rest of them were selfish assholes like him, they’d just leave without him when the jamming signal was broken. Probably not. Selfish assholes never expected anyone else to be as selfish as them.

      “We might get a location on it,” Malby said. “Did it ever occur to you that finding it won’t be that easy?”

      It had to Lucky, but he was surprised to hear it had to Malby, too. He might be getting smarter in his old age.

      “Can you just broadcast it to us so we call hear it?” Lucky asked.

      After a pause, Malby said, “Oh, yeah. Good call.”

      Lucky recanted his earlier assessment of Malby.

      The sound of clear Empire standard being spoken snapped into his helmet speakers.

      “TARGET HAS BEEN ACQUIRED. WE ARE CLOSING.”

      Lucky felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. He slowly looked around. Knives did the same. They were completely silent. Finally, Knives shook his head. “This is stupid,” he hissed. “If it was us, then we’d see something.”

      Lucky waited another beat. Then he heard something that was definitely like weapons fire on the speaker. Big weapons fire, in the background.

      “ARE YOU ENGAGING?” asked another voice, clearly in a secondary location.

      “NEGATIVE, TARGET IS IN PRIOR ENGAGEMENT.”

      It finally dawned on Lucky what he was hearing. “That’s mech chatter,” he said. “They must be coordinating with one of their mech teams.” Now he realized why they’d be transmitting from here. They must be working to keep communication with their mechs open via low-ground radio transmitters in order to get below the very jamming signal that they were using to keep the air clear.

      Knives seemed to relax. Lucky did, too. Clearly, whatever the mechs were doing, they weren’t right behind them engaging them.

      “Malby, I think we can—”

      “TARGET CONFIRMED,” the mech pilot said. “IT’S BLIGHT. HE’S ENGAGED WITH SOME OF THE NATIVES. AND IT LOOKS LIKE …”

      “SAY AGAIN?” the operator asked.

      “IT LOOKS LIKE …” The mech pilot seemed to be struggling to work out what he was seeing. “IT LOOKS LIKE THEY’RE LIFTING A GUNSHIP UP OFF THE SURFACE.”
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      Spider watched the mech smash through the low brush like it wasn’t there.

      “Shit,” Jiang said as she spun around on the back of the Hooti she was riding above Spider. “It must have seen us lifting the ship,” she said.

      “So what do we do?” Spider said. They were halfway up the trees, probably high enough that the mech couldn’t swat them down, but not so high that the mech couldn’t easily shoot them right out of the tree.

      “Maybe he isn’t looking for us,” Merlin said.

      Jiang actually snorted with laughter. Considering Spider was bordering on shitting herself, that hardly seemed possible. “Yeah, just a mech out for a stroll,” she said.

      “It’s gonna see us soon,” Merlin said.

      “It already has,” Jiang said grimly. “Merlin, can you—”

      “Hang on!” shouted Merlin, who from his position above all of them had the best view.

      Spider looked down just as the mech slammed into the base of the tree they were climbing up. Spider felt the shock of the impact, and the Hooti she was riding suddenly stopped and hugged tight to the vibrating tree.

      Spider tried to grab a fistful of fur to pull tight to the Hooti’s back. She managed to hold on somehow, but in the process she was completely blind to what was happening behind her. She didn’t really have a plan at this point, just get beyond the mech down there and figure out what to do next.

      The mech must have smashed into the tree again. This time, the Hooti she was holding onto started to slip. It lost grip with one leg and had to drop down a couple rungs on the side of the tree.

      “We can’t just sit here,” Jiang said. “It’s going to knock the damn tree down.”

      Spider barely had time to register what Jiang was saying before the tree thundered a third time. This time, there was a great explosive sound that accompanied it. For a moment, Spider assumed that the mech had finally gotten fed up with the game and just fired up at them.

      Then she looked up and saw a huge branch from the upper portion of the tree falling, apparently already loose and broken free by the mech slamming into the trunk.

      It smashed into the Hooti that Spider was riding. The two of them were torn free of the trunk. The world seemed to spin lazily around Spider as she held tight to the back of the Hooti, who was making a high-pitched squealing noise and flailing about with its arms and legs. She was vaguely aware that the branch had somehow missed her completely, but had smashed squarely into the Hooti and done it some incalculable damage to the chest.

      She was thinking about the creature’s injured chest when she smashed down hard on its back. Her breath was knocked out of her as she bounced up and off its back. She must have hit the ground, but it seemed to have come up at her too fast.

      It was just blind luck that she’d landed on the Hooti, and not the other way around. It would have killed her surely if it had landed on her.

      Spider rolled over and looked over at the Hooti. It wasn’t moving. There was blood coming from its face and head, and she realized it must have hit the ground hard.

      The ground was hard. Too hard.

      It somehow cut through her hazy mind that she wasn’t on the ground. She was lying on metal. Hard metal. Gears shifted and moved, and the metal ground beneath her started to shift.

      They were fingers. Huge fingers of a huge hand.

      The mech must have reached out and grabbed her.

      “Spider!” Merlin screamed from above her. “Hang on!”

      “What the hell else am I going to do!” she screamed back, or tried to. She wasn’t sure it came out that clear. Her ears were ringing, and she was still dazed from the fall.

      The hand raised her up and started to pull her toward the huge mech’s chest.

      She watched as the front of the chest housing shifted and a walkway slide outward, beckoning her to step onto it. She had no intention of going anywhere.

      Then she heard a voice that sounded like it was all around her. “You can get on or I can come get you. Your choice.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” she said.

      Then the mechanical hand started to close on her. She scrambled up and over, sliding out of the side between the huge first finger and thumb just as the hand closed.

      There was a sickening squelching sound as the Hooti was pulverized by the hand. The blood and guts spilled through the giant fingers and dripped down to the ground below, which Spider was much more aware of now that she was outside, hanging from the side of the giant hand rather than held on the relatively flat surface of its mechanical palm.

      The giant shifted the hand around, helping to keep Spider from falling off. She crawled around the side of the hand and looked up into a cavernous hole.

      It took her a second to realize she was looking right down the muzzle of the humongous autocannon that ran down the mech’s upper arm.

      There was a flat walkway that was clearly for maintenance of the giant weapon that ran alongside. Spider leaped up and started to run along it, finally feeling like she had her bearings.

      She still didn’t know exactly what she was going to do. There were probably more maintenance passages on the exterior of the mech to take advantage of. Surely dock workers had to have a way to climb up one or both of the giant’s mechanical legs, so there had to be a way down.

      Spider was too caught up in her thoughts to realize that the walkway she’d seen earlier near the chest of the creature actually intersected the one she was running along at the shoulder.

      She looked up to find a man standing there.

      He wore a helmet with a series of brightly-colored wires running into a single thick cord that disappeared into the back of it. The wires extended outward, like a roadmap, running down his arms and legs.

      This was a mech suit, she knew instinctively, even if she’d never piloted one before. This had to be the primary driver.

      “Hello, Spider,” said the man. “I’m Blight.”

      “I don’t care who the hell you are,” she screamed, coming to a stop. She wished she had a weapon of some kind, any kind. But he didn’t seem to be holding a weapon, so there was that.

      “I’d like to get your thoughts on a few things,” he said steadily. He raised his hand, and as she watched, Blight formed one of his fingers into a long extraction needle.

      “What the shit!” she shouted.

      Now that she had a moment of paralyzing fear, she looked back up at the tree she’d fallen off of. The mech was still standing near it, but not near enough that she thought she could jump onto it. She looked up for everyone else, but Jiang and Merlin were nowhere to be found.

      “Merlin!” she shouted. “Merlin, I need help!”

      “Nobody can help you here,” Blight said, walking steadily toward her.

      She spun around, but Blight made a fist and pulled his arm up.

      The mech followed his motion. The arm she was running down shifted under her, and she had to grab for the railing that ran alongside her walkway.

      She was spun up and over it, and found herself hanging off it on the opposite side.

      “Help!” she cried as she watched Blight arrive next to her.

      He grabbed her by the back of the neck. “This will hurt,” he said, as he plunged the needle toward her eye socket.

      Then the head of the mech exploded.
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      Spider had been looking straight up, her head held back by Blight’s iron grip on her neck as she stared at the impossibly long, sharp needle he was suddenly sporting, so she was staring right up into the explosion that blasted a deep hole right into the mech’s head.

      The impact bounced her head around just enough that the needle missed her eye socket, and instead tore a long slice through the side of her head, just above her ear.

      She screamed out in pain and shock as Blight was thrown forward and all his weight smashed into her, pinning her against the railing she’d already been bent backwards over. Metal chunks rained down around them. More than one slammed into the walkway up the arm they were standing on, continuing to bounce them around.

      Blight turned to look up at the crushed wreck that was the head of the mech. Spider had never operated one of the beasts before and had no idea how the feedback worked on the suit, but Blight did seem to lean his head back in surprise.

      She felt the pressure on her neck release ever so slightly.

      Spider swept his leg out from under him as she swung under the railing and came up to her feet running, but it was hard to keep her feet under her as the big mech kept vibrating. Another explosion above her shook the machine.

      Blight spun around and activated whatever tech he was using to switch the suit between active and inactive. “I don’t think so!” he screamed as he raised his arm above his head.

      Suddenly the ground under Spider rose upward, the arm rising in response to Blight’s movements, but only for a moment. Then it seemed to lock in position. A third explosion rocked the mech, and this time she saw the direction of it and knew something had fired right into its chest.

      Somebody was screaming something, but she couldn’t understand what or where it was coming from. Someone grabbed her shoulder and spun her around, trying to grab her in a headlock, but missing as the mech vibrated again from yet another impact.

      It was Blight. Spider was stunned to find him right behind her when he hadn’t been there a moment before. She couldn’t imagine how he’d been able to keep his balance.

      She punched him in the face, but he seemed to barely react.

      He reached out and grabbed her by the neck and raised her up off her feet. Then he dragged her close, until their noses were practically touching. She could smell rotting flesh, like Blight was somehow decomposing. Like the network controlling this human was already treating it like it was temporary and disposable, and not maintaining it.

      Blight raised his arm again, waving the needle in the air, trying to smash it into her eye again. But from her vantage point, held high over Blight’s head, both her hands on the single powerful arm holding her up, she could see someone rushing up behind him.

      As Blight started to lower her to insert the needle, she kicked him in the balls for all she was worth. She didn’t know how these damn things worked, and for all she knew they’d modified these bastards to the point they didn’t have genitals anymore, but she figured it had to be worth a shot.

      Blight grunted, confirming that he was at least that much of a man. The grip on her neck didn’t weaken, but she was able to put her other leg against his thigh and shove herself back.

      Merlin’s pincer arms, which he’d turned into straight points, slammed into Blight’s back as he rammed into him at full speed.

      The points exploded out of Blight’s belly, splattering blood all over Spider and threatening to impale her too, even as she used her leg to push herself as far away from his body as possible.

      “Drop her, asshole,” Merlin said; then the two sharp points that had shoved through Blight’s back and out his stomach separated and started to open up, ripping outward from his belly button toward his sides.

      Blight screamed, and Spider kicked him again in the balls for good measure before his arm went limp and she fell backwards. She saw stars for a moment from the jarring impact of her fall, but managed to get herself back up on her feet.

      Merlin’s two mechanical arms retracted back out of Blight’s stomach, then smashed through further up as Merlin drove them into his back a second time.

      This time, Blight grunted ever so slightly. His mouth opened and blood poured out. Then his eyes rolled back and he collapsed on the ground. Merlin retracted his arms, and finally reset them to their more familiar pincer hands.

      Spider sat up.

      “Hi,” Merlin said. “We need to get out of here before Jiang manages to kill us both. I don’t think she can aim as well as she thinks she can.”

      Another explosion rocked the mech.

      “Jiang?” Spider asked, but now that she was sitting and looking back down the mech’s arm, she saw what was happening.

      Jiang was on the platform with the Last Gasp. Several of the vines that had been holding it up were hanging loose, like they’d been cut.

      All around the ship, Hooti were holding onto vines, some pulling upward on the ship while others were twisting around, pulling pairs of vines at an angle. They’d managed to somehow point Last Gasp downward so that her nose was pointing down at the mech.

      So was the giant railgun on top of the ship. Then she saw Jiang inside the gunner’s nest.

      The railgun fired again, and another round slammed into the mech’s chest. Spider felt the ground around her start to shift, and felt the machined parts that held the arm they were standing on start to buckle.

      “Move!” she and Merlin screamed at the same time, grabbing each other and rushing down the arm. When they reached the base of the arm, the impacts on the mech were intensifying.

      “Tell her to stop shooting at the damn thing!” Spider shouted to Merlin, since he still had his helmet on.

      “It’s not her.”

      Spider spun around, and saw now that the impacts were coming from behind the mech.

      “Oh, shit.” Another mech had come up behind them. “How many of these bastards are out here?”

      “There’s our ride,” Merlin said, pointing at a pair of Hooti that had climbed down the tree trunk nearest them.

      “We can’t jump over there!” Spider yelled. They were at least a dozen feet away from the tree, and nearly sixty feet off the ground.

      “Well, we can’t stay here,” Merlin said. The mech shook again and suddenly started shifting sideways. It was about to topple over.

      “Get on my back!” Merlin screamed, leaning down to one knee.

      Under any other circumstances in the world, Spider would have argued with him, or laughed at him. But now, she just jumped on his back without a second thought, grabbing him around the chest and hugging him as tight as she could.

      Then he stood up and jumped.
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      Spider was weightless, floating through the air as time seemed to slow down to a near standstill around her.

      She saw the forest of thick tree trunks extending off into the distance, the canopy of branches and leaves far above, and the ground below much closer. The foliage below was thin, barely more than rocky soil.

      Then something loomed up in her vision. It was the tree they were jumping onto.

      She saw the Hooti, its strange snout-mouth open, watching as she and Merlin slipped down below it. The Hooti didn’t try to reach out; it simply watched. It was probably the smartest move. It would have been dragged down off the tree with them and would have tumbled to the rocky ground below, as Spider was sure she was going to do as well.

      She wondered if this was what happened to everyone falling to their death. Did the world slow down around them so they could just admire their last moments like this?

      Then they smashed into the tree, and suddenly everything sped back up to real time.

      Merlin’s metallic legs slammed into the tree and locked up against them like a clamp. Spider felt the jarring impact ripping her loose from Merlin’s back, no matter how hard her bear hug had been.

      But then her hands were caught in his pincers, crushing down on her palms. It was painful, mainly because all her weight and the force of her downward trajectory were collected in that grip.

      But she held on, and Merlin did, too.

      He flipped backwards, his legs refusing to release their vise-like grip on the tree and his arms refusing to release Spider. With his head and upper torso upside down and back against the tree, she looked up into his upside-down face.

      “See, I told you it would be fine,” he told her.

      Behind them, the smoking remains of the mech crumpled over. The mech that had been firing on it from behind stopped, and it seemed like it was almost staring at Spider and Merlin as they hung precariously from the tree.

      The Hooti further up from them made some kind of feral animal sound and swung its arms at the mech, as if it were trying to scare off a bigger animal. The mech raised its autocannon arm, then stopped, seeming to try and work out what it should do.

      Then a missile streaked down at the mech and slammed right into its chest. Then another, and another.

      The mech staggered and tried to raise its autocannons, but as strong as the old Empire mech was, it was no match for the arsenal of a gunship, even one hanging from a bunch of vines from the top of a canopy of trees that had no power. The Last Gasp’s railgun couldn’t fire the missiles, but her lower cannon could. Which meant that in the time that Spider and Merlin had been jumping for their lives and somehow not dying, Jiang had managed to run from the gunner’s nest at the top of the ship to the cannon below the cargo bay, and had racked up the missiles there. They must be firing on dummy with no internal tracking, but at this close range it would hardly matter.

      Another pair of explosions lit up the newest mech. One of them must have scored a direct hit on the operator, because the mech’s arms dropped to its sides.

      Two more missiles streaked into the chest, just for good measure. The center of the mech was now a black hole that looked like it had been chewed right through the metallic systems.

      Spider could see what remained of the mech cockpit in the center. The pilot was slumped over.

      The mech seemed to wobble from the final impact, like a bowling ball pin; then it toppled over, landing on top of the first mech that had fallen, right on the blackened chest. If the pilot wasn’t dead before, he was now.

      Merlin effortlessly pulled Spider up over his head, then twisted his torso so that he was back upright, his legs still wrapped around the tree like a vise.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, releasing her hands. They were bloody and swollen.

      “You saved my life,” she said. “I’ll be fine.”

      Then she kissed him. The shocked look on his face was almost worth dying for.

      Almost.

      “Do you need a ride, hooman?” the Hooti said, having come down.

      “I think I got a ride,” Spider said as she settled around Merlin’s back, still holding him in a bear hug. He shifted his weight, then shook his head.

      “Actually, can you ride on the Hooti? You’re kind of heavy.”

      Spider shook her head. “You really know how to ruin a good moment.”
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      Lucky listened to the screams of the pilot over the radio. It was clear that the target the mech had been talking about was Blight, and it was clear that the gunship was the Last Gasp.

      But it wasn’t entirely clear what had happened. One minute, the pilot was taking down the suspected Blight mech and trying to understand what exactly he’d been doing, and the next he was taking fire and trying to fall back.

      “Should we go back?” Malby asked.

      “And do what?” Knives said. “It sounds like they took care of it.”

      “Unless that was the Blight thing killing that guy. It wasn’t exactly clear what was happening,” Malby said.

      “Doesn’t matter, Malby,” Lucky said. “We have to kill the drain net either way. If something happened to them, we’ll have to deal with it after our mission is complete.”

      Lucky doubted he’d actually be so cavalier about it if he wasn’t pretty sure that they were okay. He trusted Jiang to be in the middle of it, making sure that shit went down right.

      “I don’t think you dipshits are asking the right question,” Rocky echoed.

      “Oh? And what’s the right question?”

      “What the hell was Blight doing there?” Rocky asked.

      Lucky thought for a moment. “Spider.”

      “I think so. He went after her at the cave, and he went after her again at the ship.”

      “But why?” Lucky asked. “What information does she have that could help him here?”

      Before Rocky could answer, Lucky heard someone screaming in rage over the hill. There was something familiar about the voice. He strained to listen. It wasn’t being broadcast, but Lucky guessed it was directed at whoever was doing the broadcasting.

      “Get more units over there! I want confirmation! And then we have to change the linked frequencies of the mechs. If one of them knows how to crack it, they all do!”

      The voice belonged to General Brandish.

      Lucky and Knives locked eyes. “That bastard is down there,” Knives said. “He’s supposed to be in goddamn orbit by now.”

      “I knew he was full of shit,” Lucky said. “I didn’t think he was this full of shit.”

      “Shit, you’re gonna go after him, aren’t you?” Knives said.

      “You’re damn right,” Lucky said. He turned to Malby. “Lead us back up there.”

      Malby shrugged and started crawling back up the small hill, with Lucky right behind him and Knives resigned to bringing up the rear again.

      Once they got to the top, Malby started pointing to where he was pretty sure the transmission was coming from. “That’s where it triangulates,” he said, looking at the device on his wrist.

      What Lucky was looking down on was nothing more than a glorified automated defense location. He recognized half a dozen of the pulse cannons that must have fired automatically at the Hooti when they were approaching. For all Lucky knew, it didn’t even make a distinction between the Hooti and the terrors. Either way, it didn’t look to Lucky like this place was on alert. Even if it was, it was clearly meant to be staffed by only a few men.

      Surrounding the base were the typical Empire motion sensors. Beyond that, in a circular layout, were the six cannons. Inside that perimeter was something that looked like a stackshack that had been miniaturized to the size of a small shed. Rising up from it was a long antenna. Behind the whole position was the edge of a much larger and more imposing wall. That wall climbed up the side of a standard-looking Empire stackshack. What was behind it wasn’t clear, since the wall blocked their view, but Lucky had no doubt that this was one corner of FOB Avalon.

      Beside the wall, Lucky could see a half-dozen robomechs all lined up, their arms slack, looking like they were asleep on their feet.

      “Looks like they’re running all the mech communications from here,” Lucky said. “But I don’t see anything else, so I’m assuming the pilots and everyone else are behind that wall.”

      “That means there’s a way in somewhere around here,” Knives said. “We just have to get pretty boy here close enough to crack the door.” He nodded at Malby.

      “Not before we have a conversation with the general.”

      “There are motion sensors down there. It’s easy to bypass, and then—”

      Lucky wasn’t listening. He’d already tapped Malby on the shoulder and slipped over the edge. He and Malby approached within a few feet of the edge of the motion sensor range. Lucky knew exactly how far that was, since he’d been working with these damn things his whole life. He also knew just how finicky they were. There was no way they were set to fire. Out here, that would mean they’d be firing at nothing all day and be out of ammo in no time. Lucky didn’t care how much rope the Empire was giving Brandish on this project, they weren’t going to just give him unlimited ammo for these perimeter detectors.

      Sure enough, as soon as Malby threw a small energy pack into the motion sensor’s area, the gun and camera swiveled but nothing fired.

      The energy pack flared, sending up a bright flash that would overwhelm the sensors for just a moment. In that moment, Lucky fired a perfect shot at the base of the sensor and sent it wobbling over.

      With any luck, nobody was looking closely enough in the moment to see the flash, and would assume the sensor had gone over. That was also a pretty common situation for Lucky. Even his well-drilled Empire teams had a hard time being that alert around these damn things, with all their false positives. He couldn’t imagine that the mercenaries that Brandish was using out here were going to be even that disciplined.

      They moved quickly within the perimeter, then watched as two men wandered up and put the sensor back upright without making a single sweep of the area. Their generic combat gear all but confirmed they were privateers, verifying the suspicion that with Blight still out here, Brandish was surrounding himself with men who literally knew nothing.

      Like Lucky and his mercs, at least until they’d run into Kerry and Ick and gotten a first-hand taste of Blight themselves.

      Knives had remained at the rear of the group, but he was smart and efficient. Lucky was continually impressed with his abilities in the field. Being a son of a bitch in life wasn’t a disqualifier from being effective in the field.

      They didn’t see another soul until they were at the communications shack. Including the two that had come to the perimeter sensor, Lucky estimated there weren’t more than five men here. Maybe there were drones they couldn’t see, but Lucky didn’t think so. There were skeleton crews, and then there was whatever this was.

      Malby stood at the door. On cue, he kicked it open, and Lucky pushed inside behind him.

      There was nothing more than a comm board and two chairs. The man closest to the door spun around with a blaster, and Malby put two shots in his head with his pulse rifle.

      The man next to him stiffened his back but didn’t turn. Lucky knew who he was without seeing his face.

      Knives was at the door to the shack. “Our buddies will have heard that,” he said, referring to the guys checking the perimeter.

      “Let’s go, Brandish,” Lucky said, sliding his rifle into his thigh holster and pulling out his punch pistol and putting it to Brandish’s head.

      “How the hell are you assholes here?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “You don’t know—”

      Lucky smashed him on the back of the head. Not enough to knock him out, just enough to remind him who had a gun to whose head. “We can talk about your opinions on who’s an asshole in a minute. Right now, we’re going for a little walk. On your feet, General. Hands where I can see them.”

      Brandish rose and turned to the door. “Where are we going?” he asked when they were outside.

      Malby and Knives both had their rifles up and were watching around them. Lucky glanced up at the line of mechs standing quiet guard. He wondered if someone might be in there, but they’d have to take that chance. This was a quick in and out. He had a feeling the reason it was so lightly staffed was because the general didn’t trust the mercs, which he hoped meant there would be no surprises waiting for them.

      “You tell us,” Lucky said. He nodded at the wall dividing the forest they were in from the FOB. “How do we get in there?”

      “Avalon?”

      “That’s the place.”

      “Why do you want to go in there?” Brandish asked.

      “Don’t play dumb, General. We know what you’re up to,” Lucky said. “Lead the way.”

      Brandish didn’t budge. “This is a mistake,” he said. “You don’t understand—”

      Lucky shoved the muzzle of his rifle into Brandish’s mouth, or tried to. He turned away, but Lucky grabbed him by the front of his uniform and jerked him forward until his chin smacked into the muzzle.

      “Lucky for you, mistakes are my specialty.”

      Brandish glared at him for another second, then turned around and started walking.

      “I like how true your threats are,” Rocky echoed as Lucky leveled his rifle at Brandish’s back. “It’s admirable.”

      “And just how big a mistake do you think this is, on a scale of one to ten?”

      “A six right now, but there’s still plenty of time.”
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      Spider watched the Hooti finally pull the Last Gasp up into the canopy. They managed to secure it to a giant dais in such a way that it was near the top of the trees, but still concealed above.

      The moment the ship regained power, it would be able to lift straight up and go.

      The most surprising thing seemed to be that Otto was back. Cycling the power for the weapons systems, Jiang had inadvertently created enough of a low-level power circuit that Otto was able to power his own restart and find a redundant subroutine in the ship to stay inside of. He still could only use the ship’s speakers in the pilot’s nest, but since that was where he liked to hang out anyways, that wasn’t a problem.

      And since the pilot’s nest was where Spider was most at home, she was also used to hearing Otto’s voice. His strange, guttural accent was somehow reassuring to her.

      At the moment, Otto couldn’t stop his effusive praise for Jiang. He kept running through her actions: the railgun, the race to the rocket rack, the way she’d manually loaded and fired the cannon.

      “I’m telling you, if there was a contest for manually firing a gunship’s systems, I’d bet on her all the way,” Otto said. “All the way.”

      “Pretty damn special,” Spider said.

      “You’re goddamn right,” he replied.

      “Are you still talking about that?” Merlin said, dipping his head as he swung into the cockpit.

      “It was impressive, that’s all I’m saying,” Otto replied sheepishly.

      Jiang followed Merlin in. “Hello, Otto,” she said.

      “Hi, Jiang,” the ship fawned.

      Merlin looked at Spider. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” she said, appreciating his concern even as she felt self-conscious about the fact that she’d been singled out by Blight.

      Jiang sat down in the rear jumpseat and stared up at the ceiling. To Spider, she looked tired.

      “What’s the word from our friends?” Spider asked her.

      “The Hooti are agitated. They think something is wrong.”

      “Well, we did just haul a ship up into some trees on vines and then use it like a marionette to shoot two mechs.”

      Jiang chuckled. “Yeah, there’s that.”

      “But?” Merlin prompted. Spider wasn’t used to him being so chatty. She wasn’t sure how she felt about it. He seemed to be changing on this job—not that it had been a typical job so far.

      “But they’ve never been attacked by a mech like that.”

      “Well, it was Blight,” Merlin offered. “And we know they’ve been attacked by Blight.”

      Jiang shook her head. “It sounded liked it had stopped more than a week ago. I’m guessing Blight got all the information he needed and realized there was no strategic value in them.”

      “So what’s the problem?” Otto asked.

      Spider remained silent. She didn’t like where the conversation was going.

      “Then we show up, and Blight attacks at the cave, then out here.”

      Merlin pursed his lips. “So they’re blaming us?”

      Jiang shook her head.

      Spider knew what was coming. “They’re blaming me.”

      There was a long, pregnant pause. Merlin was stroking his chin. Jiang just leaned her head back against the interior ship wall.

      “Why would they do that?” Otto asked.

      “Because Blight attacked me at the cave,” Spider said.

      “He attacked all of us,” Merlin said. “I got a knife in the back. That Kerry guy took a knife to the gut. Ick out there lost a hand.”

      “Yeah,” Jiang said. “And Lucky killed it.” She glanced over at Spider with a frown. “After it went after you.”

      Merlin shook his head. “She was just an easy target in the moment.”

      Jiang nodded. “Sure.”

      “And with the asshole in the mech,” Merlin continued, more talkative than Spider had ever heard him in her defense. “She was the lowest person on the tree. She fell and—”

      “And he caught her,” Jiang noted. “He could have let her fall.”

      “That doesn’t prove anything,” Merlin said.

      Jiang shook her head. “I’m not accusing anybody of anything.” She looked at Spider, her voice softened. “And I mean that. Seriously. I’m not accusing you of anything. I just think we need to be honest with ourselves here. It’s clear the bastard wants you. I don’t know why. Maybe you don’t either, or maybe you do. You don’t have to tell us shit.” She shrugged. “I just think it needs to be clear. I saw it. The Hooti saw it.”

      Spider said nothing. She bit her lip.

      “Hey, Spider,” Otto said. “It sounds like Blight is into you. Hey Merlin, look out!”

      The attempt to break the tension was, as usual for Otto, horribly misjudged. But Spider still chuckled to herself, and that made Merlin smile, too. Even Jiang smiled, just a little.

      After a moment, she stood up. “Well, that’s all. I’m glad you’re okay, Spider. Stay here in the ship. You and Otto can monitor the drain net. The instant something changes, let me know.”

      She started to walk out, and Spider saw the concerned looked that Merlin gave her as he, too, stood to leave.

      “Jiang,” Spider said just as she reached the hatch.

      She wanted to tell her. She wanted to admit to her that she had a strong hunch of exactly what she knew that Blight wanted at so badly.

      But then she looked at Merlin and she felt all her courage evaporate. She couldn’t say it, not in front of him.

      “Thanks,” she said at last.

      Jiang smiled, like she’d been privy to all of Spider’s internal monologue. “I got your back, kid.” She winked and stepped off the ship.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            43

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucky stared ahead at where Brandish was walking, but saw nothing but sheer metal fabric draping the wall of the FOB.

      It wasn’t until they were less than three feet away that he saw the seams. The entrance hatch was impossible to see from a distance, even if you knew exactly where to look for it.

      Lucky shoved Brandish up to the door, waiting for an eye or palm scanner to appear. Instead, Brandish gave Lucky a dirty look and then manually slid out a keypad and started tapping.

      “Seriously?” Knives asked. “How the hell is the Empire in charge of anything?”

      “No networks, asshole,” Brandish said. “The security systems aren’t activated. Nothing that Blight could use here is.”

      Brandish finished the complicated alpa-numeric input and stepped back as the door slid open. He walked through with Lucky right behind him. As soon as Malby and Knives were in and the hatch closed, Lucky tripped Brandish and sent him sprawling to the ground.

      The hatch itself had an inner chamber, so Lucky went over to cover that. He glanced through the small port window there and looked at the least impressive FOB he’d ever seen. “This is it?”

      There wasn’t a series of facilities. There wasn’t a landing pad. There was just a single squat building with nondescript walls and no windows. Protruding from the top of it was an enormous antenna, which Lucky assumed was broadcasting the drain net. Which meant that directly below that building must be a huge energy source of some kind. From Kerry, he’d been told it was a fusion reactor. That must also be where the lab was.

      “Cozy,” Rocky offered.

      “You see anything?”

      “I’m stuck in your meatbag eyes. He’s not lying about the networks. This place is dead. I get no signals at all.”

      Kerry had said that the lab was Avalon, but Lucky hadn’t quite realized how literal that was until he was inside the walls. It looked completely deserted. He scanned the tops of the walls, but he saw no movement. There were weapons up there, but they were all automated.

      “There’s nobody out there,” Brandish said.

      “Where are the mech pilots?” Lucky asked.

      Brandish smiled and wiped some blood from his lip. He’d managed to smack his chin hard when Lucky had sent him sprawling. He slowly stood, keeping his hands out because Knives made threatening motions with his rifle.

      “Careful, old man. I might just kill you for being a dick.”

      Brandish stared down Knives, who only sneered back, before turning to Lucky. “There isn’t anyone to pilot those extra mechs. They’ve been there since Blight got loose and we dropped the drain net. I don’t trust anyone. I only have three other teams out there on the patrols. Twenty men, total.”

      “Mercs like us, right?” Lucky answered. “Assholes you lied to like us, who have no idea what Blight is and how screwed they really are.”

      Brandish’s eyes grew large. “How the hell do you know so much?”

      “We know you’re using these mechs and the daisy-chain communications between them, because you have a drain net in place that makes it impossible to fly anything bigger than a tin can out of here.”

      “We have to suppress the network, or Blight—”

      “We’re pretty familiar with what’s happening, pops,” Knives said. “Why don’t you let us do the asking questions?”

      Brandish leaned back and let his gaze drift from Lucky to Malby to Knives. “I’m impressed,” he said. “Do you understand why I’m using private contractors and not my own men?”

      “You need people who don’t know shit about what’s going on, because these Blight super soldiers can quickly glean information from anyone it wants,” Lucky said.

      “It’s a single organism,” Brandish said. “And it doesn’t just glean information. It’s the ultimate weapon. Blight is a perfect information-gathering device. Think about it. What’s always won wars? Intercepting and decoding enemy messages. Since the beginning of time, if you can break code and understand enemy, you have the advantage. He's made for it.”

      “So how do we stop it?”

      “What the hell do you think I’m trying to do out here?” Brandish asked.

      Lucky shook his head. “Don’t pretend like we’re all on the same side now. You don’t want to stop it. You want to contain it. To control it. You’re trying to save your little Frankenstein experiment, I’m guessing on the orders of somebody with a lot more rank than you or I will ever sniff.”

      “You gave up sniffing any rank when you decided to become some mercenary scum, so don’t pretend you sit on some high horse.”

      “Fair enough,” Lucky said. “I guess I’ll just let Knives kill you and we’ll figure it out on our own.”

      “Wait,” Brandish said as Knives stepped forward with a big smile on his face. “Hold on, now.”

      Knives pulled the trigger, and Brandish turned away with a yelp.

      Nothing happened, as Knives didn’t have his charge pack engaged. He chuckled to himself.

      “Shit, what is wrong with you people?” Brandish said.

      Knives went stone-faced. “Who are you calling you people?” He snapped his charge pack in and engaged it.

      “Hey,” Lucky said. “Take it easy, Knives.”

      “You assholes are nuts,” Brandish said.

      Knives put his rifle right to Brandish’s gut.

      “Okay!” Brandish said, gritting his teeth. “I’ll tell you how to stop it.”

      Knives held his gun in Brandish’s gut a second longer. “Bang,” he whispered, then winked and put this rifle back on his shoulder and stepped back.

      “Told you he was a pussy,” Knives said.

      “So spit it out, Brandish,” Lucky said.

      Brandish looked angry. “It doesn’t matter anyway. Not now. It’s done now.”

      Lucky cocked his head. “What does that mean?”

      Brandish, who’d been on one knee, stood up. “Look, I was just following orders here, okay? I was told that killing it was a last resort. I knew this was a lost cause from the beginning, but I followed through. It took two weeks to convince the powers that be that this was a no-win situation for us. We should have burned this whole thing down the second we lost containment.”

      “What do you mean, it’s done now?” Lucky reiterated.

      Brandish looked smug. “Thanks to you keeping that hovertrain safe, the final solution is just about ready to activate. You might not have known it, but I put a lot of trust in you. It was crucial that that train came through, and I knew those damn apes out there were going to try something."

      “What was on the train, Brandish,” Lucky said.

      Brandish actual smiled. “A superlaser core.”

      Malby and Lucky exchanged looks.

      “A what?” Knives asked.

      “A superlaser core,” Lucky said. “An Empire special. They’re the ultimate defensive weapon. One superlaser can focus 5,000 years' worth of an average star's energy output in a single beam.”

      “That’s insane,” Knives sputtered.

      “That’s the idea,” Rocky echoed.

      “But you don’t have a superlaser here,” Malby said, looking confused as ever. “Only New Roma has them.”

      Brandish nodded. “You’re right. We don’t have a superlaser here. But we do have an incredibly powerful fusion reactor.”

      “Shit,” Rocky echoed.

      “What am I missing?” Lucky replied.

      “Think about it,” she echoed. “But don’t hurt yourself.”

      “So you don’t have a laser,” Lucky said slowly. “But you have a core and a fusion—shit.”

      “Bingo,” said Brandish, nodding.

      “What?” Malby asked again.

      “He’s going to activate the core with the fusion reactor. But if that core explodes—”

      “It’s going to destroy the planet,” Brandish said with a self-satisfied grin.
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      Knives’ head swiveled around. “What?”

      “You heard the man,” Brandish said. “The output is equivalent to 5,000 years' worth of an average star's energy output. If it doesn’t destroy the planet entirely, it’ll destroy almost all of it.”

      Brandish shrugged. “We can’t take a chance. If Blight gets off the planet…” He shook his head. “It’ll destroy the Empire. And that’s just the start.”

      Lucky actually heard Rocky guffaw. “How close were we to losing that train off the energy ribbon again?”

      Lucky had an image in his mind as he looked back down the train, as half of it was hanging off the ribbon before the couplings re-engaged and dragged it back on. “Holy shit.”

      Brandish seemed quite proud of himself. “I got a group of mercs down there setting it up. The core is activated. All we have to do is drop it into the reactor. The shielding will burn through in minutes. Maybe fifteen minutes, tops, for the core to go critical. Then it’s poof. So long, Dufana. So long, Blight.”

      “So long, everybody you hired that has no idea you’re going to fry them,” Knives said, his voice quivering with rage. “Lemme guess. Those contractors think they’re going to be on that train back out of here, the one we’re supposed to be securing.”

      “So the idea of Blight getting off the planet and going on a killing spree didn’t faze this guy, but the thought of the mercs on the planet getting double-crossed gets him pissy?” Rocky echoed. “No wonder I like him.”

      “Not all of them,” Brandish said defensively. He looked around at Lucky, Malby, and Knives. “You guys won’t. I’ll make sure you get on the train with me when we head back to the space port, and we can forget all this happened.” He was nodding his head. “Really, this won’t be a problem.”

      Knives seemed to be considering that. His concern for his fellow mercs didn’t seem to extend past saving his own neck.

      “We have more people,” Lucky said. “They’re securing our ship. We came here to remove the drain net so we could fly-off planet.”

      Brandish actually smiled. “Well, you can’t turn off the drain net. I mean, Blight would be able to instantly access his army. We’d be overwhelmed in seconds.”

      “So we should just leave our friends?” Lucky said. He was getting angry. He even felt something like the Hate mist on the edges of his vision. He felt Rocky hit him with a downer cocktail to lower his heart rate.

      Brandish frowned, as if this moral quandary had never occurred to him.

      “You know what, General?” Lucky said. “Blight might have tried to personally tear my head off, but I still liked him better than you.”

      Malby spat on the ground in front of Brandish.

      But Brandish just stared at Lucky. “Y-you saw him?” he stuttered.

      Lucky cocked his head. “Blight? Yes, or one of his bodies, I guess. It attacked us while we were in a cave … well, it’s complicated. But yeah, I saw him.”

      “Killed him,” Knives said. “Pretty good and juicy, too.”

      “No thanks to you,” Lucky said, still annoyed that Knives didn’t seem to want to help anyone but himself.

      Knives shrugged.

      “But he saw you,” Brandish said, backing away. His eyes were growing wide.

      “Yeah, so? We killed him,” Malby said.

      “It doesn’t matter. Don’t you get it? He’s the ultimate tracker. Everything he heard and saw was transferred. One of the Blights would have been following you. Would have tagged you.”

      “I’m sure some of your other mercs were tagged, too,” Lucky said.

      Brandish shook his head. “I never see them again. They never know where we are. I route that daisy-chained signal to the mechs through a dozen nodes.”

      “But those other mechs—”

      “Have been there for weeks,” Brandish said. “I told you, nobody ever comes to me.”

      “Calm the hell down, you fat old bastard,” Knives said. “It’s not like the bastard doesn’t know where Avalon is. He could come here anytime he wants.”

      “But he couldn’t get in. He can’t get in, because the blast doors are concealed and only I know where they are. And only I know the code.”

      “So what’s changed?” Lucky asked.

      “Don’t you get it? He was tracking you. You led him right to me. I led him right to a hatch and showed him the code. It’s a physical code. Any of his enhanced bodies would be able to recreate it if they saw me enter it.”

      “I think we’d know if we were followed,” Malby said. “You can’t believe the way we got here. I mean, he’d have to be some kind of superhuman to be able to—”

      They all heard the hatch behind them slip open.
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      Two strikingly identical-looking men came running through the door: both bald, both wearing black combat gear, and both looking like they’d had steroid injections every five minutes since birth. One had a scar that ran the length of his bald head down to his jawline. The other wore a combat eye-visor that Lucky recognized from the mech pilots he’d seen.

      Knives was closest to the hatch, and had no chance to react. A single punch from Scar Blight sent him flying. He smashed against the wall next to Malby with a sick thud.

      Malby’s rifle was at his shoulder instantly, and he squeezed off three center-mass shots that would have killed a normal man. But Scar moved lightning-fast for his already incredible speed. Two pulses missed him completely, and the third only grazed his shoulder.

      It was just enough to put him off, though, and his effort to smash his fist into Malby’s face crashed into his shoulder instead. It was also enough to jar the rifle loose from Malby’s arms, and the two of them tumbled backwards.

      Lucky didn’t have time to help Malby, because Visor Blight ran straight at him. Lucky didn’t have his rifle out, and had seen enough already to know that he’d never get to it in time.

      He felt the tingle of his spiders in his mind, and knew that they were picking up something he wasn’t seeing. He gave over to their influence, dropping his shoulder, and spun around just as Visor produced a knife he’d had behind his back.

      He sliced precisely at Lucky’s front leg, but Lucky had already shifted his weight off it, and managed to yank it back with an iota of space to spare, the blade whistling so close that it clipped the bottom edge of his combat gear’s kneepad.

      For the millionth time, he wished for his much stronger Frontier Marine combat gear. No knife would be a match for that. Then he saw the knife flare with blue energy and took that back. It was clear that the leading edge sported a blue plasma power strip. That would cut through anything, including his kneepad. He didn’t look down, but he had a feeling that was very close to opening up his knee.

      Lucky finished his spin in a crouch, and expected Visor to already be on top of him. But Visor didn’t stop. Instead, he just whipped his hand backwards without looking, sending the powered blade twirling through the air.

      Even without looking, his accuracy would have been deadly if Lucky wasn’t already on the move. The knife whistled over his shoulder, and he heard the sound of the plasma crackling through the air as it hissed passed his head and embedded itself in the far wall next to the hatch the two Blights had just crashed through.

      “What the hell?” he echoed.

      Instead of bothering to slow down, Visor Blight just pulled a punch pistol out of his shoulder holster and fired a half-dozen shots straight into the chamber’s inner door, focusing on where the locking mechanism would be.

      He slammed shoulder-first, at top speed, right into the hatch. It exploded outward as the man grunted in obvious pain and was thrown off his feet. He sprawled forward, rolled, then came up on his feet and kept running at top speed into Avalon, making a beeline for the lab in the center of the station.

      “We have to stop him!” Brandish screamed.

      Lucky was still recovering from the fact that he’d almost taken his head off on a whim without trying. “What the hell is he doing?”

      “He must know!” Brandish said. “Blight must know.”

      “How—”

      “That’s what he does, asshole!” Brandish screamed. “Unless you know for a fact that something is contained, assumed that he knows it. And even then, he probably knows.”

      “So you think he knows about the—”

      “No!” Brandish screamed. For a second, Lucky thought he was talking to him. Then he saw Scar put a kick right in Malby’s solar plexus and send him sprawling backwards.

      Lucky spun around, expecting an attack, but this Blight was even less interested in Lucky than his friend had been.

      In two giant steps, he had Brandish in a headlock. Lucky watched as his hand changed into a long needle. He grabbed Brandish and jerked him up. He spun him around, using Brandish as a human shield just as Lucky finally got his own rifle up to his shoulder.

      Malby ran up next to him, badly wheezing as he worked through the effects of the kick from this Blight. “Where’s the other one?”

      “Inside.”

      “Help me!” Brandish screamed.

      Lucky took a chance, and fired off a pulse that managed to just clip Scar’s side. He grunted and spun further around, to hold Brandish exactly between him and the two Marines.

      That stopped him from plunging the needle into Brandish and probing his mind, but only for a moment. Lucky and Malby could bracket him and get a shot, but it would take too long.

      “You can’t let them probe him,” Rocky echoed urgently.

      “Yeah, he knows everything.”

      “The core,” Rocky said urgently. “He’s the only person who knows about the core. As long as Blight doesn’t know about it, he won’t know to stop us.”

      “Do we really want to blow up half the planet?”

      “We can’t let this thing off, Lucky,” Rocky said urgently. “There might be a way to get off this planet and still kill it, I don’t know. But I know that core in Blight’s hands is the most dangerous thing I can think of in the universe right now.”

      Shit. She was right. They couldn’t let Blight know about that core.

      Lucky didn’t like shooting any man in the back. But if there was one exception he’d make, it would be Brandish.

      “Sorry, General,” Lucky said under his breath. Then he opened up with his pulse rifle, sending pulse after pulse into Brandish’s back, then worked his way up to his head, scoring a direct hit that blew the back of Brandish’s head open and turned what there was of a brain for Blight to read into goo.

      Scar Blight screamed with rage, but now Malby got into the act. He might not understand what the hell Lucky was doing killing the general, but his conscience was now clear to open up and fire.

      With both Lucky and Malby firing, even whatever super abilities the scientist had juiced up in this guy were no help. He still somehow managed to get to his feet, and even almost got his gun around to return fire, but he was finally overwhelmed by the dozens of pulse hits his body had taken and succumbed, falling backwards, his blood mingling with the pool of blood flowing out of Brandish’s corpse.

      “Holy shit,” Knives said.

      Both Lucky and Malby swung around instinctively.

      “Whoa!” Knives said, picking himself off the ground. “Don’t shoot.”

      Lucky looked at Malby, and they lowered their guns and turned back around.

      “You shot him,” Malby said simply. It wasn’t an accusation, more of a statement of fact.

      “He was the only one who knew about that superlaser core,” Lucky said. “He was the only one who knew that they were planning to blow up the station. I couldn’t let that Blight read him. Even if we’d managed to stop him, the information would have been passed on. The only way to keep that secret safe was to kill the mind that contained it.”

      Knives joined the two Marines. “Nice work,” he said appreciatively, and Lucky knew he was mocking him from earlier when he’d said the same thing.

      “Can it, Knives,” Lucky said. “We still have to catch that other bastard.”

      Knives shook his head. “No we don’t.”

      Lucky turned around. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, it’s going down there to stop that drain net, right? So we let him. What do we care? As soon as it’s down, Otto comes and gets us and we get off this rock.”

      “And that monster gets off, too,” Malby said. “And there’s like a bazillion of these bastards that it controls.” He nodded down at the dead Blight body. “You want that shit out there in the universe?”

      “I told you from the beginning,” Knives said. “I’ll try and help you guys out on this, but I’m not putting my life on the line for some save the universe bullshit.”

      “Knives, goddamn it—”

      “No,” Knives said. “I’m serious. I’m not going down there. I won’t stop you, but I’ll be damned if I’m going underground in that lab chasing after one of those things.”

      Lucky heard pulse fire and screaming from somewhere down in the nondescript building.

      “You piece of shit,” Malby said.

      “Screw this,” Lucky said. “I’m not gonna force you. Hell, I couldn’t do it if I wanted to. After this is over, you’re off the crew. Find somewhere else to be a selfish bastard.”

      “With pleasure,” Knives said.

      “Let’s go,” Lucky said to Malby. He took off at a dead run toward the stackshack.

      “All righty,” Rocky echoed. “I’ll admit it. It was cute for a while. But even I don’t like the guy now.”

      “Well, there’s something.”

      “But you do have to admit he’s right about this plan. I’m officially raising the mistake rating on this to an eight out of ten.”

      “Thanks for the support,” Lucky echoed as they reached the front door of the stackshack. “You ready for this?” he asked Malby.

      “Nope.”

      “Good,” Lucky said, and kicked in the door.
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      Lucky found himself staring over a railing, straight down into a huge warehouse underneath. It seemed that the top of the lab truly was only the tip of the iceberg.

      The skunkworks underneath consisted of a huge open hangar, with cargo boxes strewn everywhere. At one end, Lucky saw the nose of the hovertrain. The terminus of the energy ribbon was just beyond it. The ribbon was the only thing in the warehouse that was self-contained, since its energy source was all the way back at the space port. Just looking at the train reminded Lucky of that initial conversation with Brandish, just this morning.

      Hell of a day they were having here.

      In the center of the warehouse floor, inset from what looked like any number of portable pieces of equipment that probably made the typical Empire scientist have wet dreams, was a reactor core. Lucky had been on enough starships to know what one looked like. The shielded half-circle was open at the top, and Lucky could tell that the spire extending out of it was the base of the huge antenna that stuck up above the FOB—the antenna that was transmitting the drain net.

      “Holy shit!” Malby shouted, pointing down next to the giant reactor.

      Lucky did a double take. Visor Blight was in a warehouse walker.

      Similar to the giant robomechs outside, just miniaturized to fit inside a smaller warehouse space and lacking weapons, the warehouse walkers were primarily for moving equipment around the dock. They had open designs with metal framing that made the operator visible from the side, but not from straight on. Sensors within the operator cage transmitted motions to the walker. They were slow, but incredibly strong.

      As Lucky watched, Blight rammed the walker right through the chest of a pinned mercenary. The man screamed and fired his pulse rifle into the air. Lucky could hear the bones in his chest snapping from all the way up here.

      “We gotta get down there,” Lucky shouted at Malby as he ran past and toward a small stepladder. Malby covered while Lucky raced down to the bottom; then he beckoned Malby and covered him. Soon they were both on the warehouse floor.

      Lucky had a feeling that Blight had seen them coming. The warehouse’s open layout was both a blessing and a curse. There was nowhere for Blight to hide, but there was nowhere for them to hide either.

      “There!” Malby said, pointing to the far wall. Three more walkers were plugged in and charging. As usual for Malby, he started off without waiting to make sure anyone was actually covering him. Lucky followed behind him, watching the back of Blight’s walker as they scurried around. If Blight still had his rifle, he could take a break from using the walker to skewer men and take some shots at them.

      On schedule, a pair of pulses slammed into the ground just in front of Lucky. He ducked down and started to zigzag, hoping that his spiders would help him dodge anything inbound. He slipped more than once on the slick floor of the warehouse, but that was probably helping to make his movements more erratic, so he just went with it. He knew full well that at this range, there was little time to do any dodging.

      “It’s a bloodbath in here,” Rocky echoed.

      Lucky looked down, and now he realized why the floor was slick. It was covered in blood. There were body parts strewn everywhere. “Brandish said there was only a single crew down here.”

      If that was a crew contracted with the Company, just like them—and Lucky was sure it was—that would mean no more than ten people. They must have been ripped and torn to shreds by Blight, because it looked like there were enough body parts for twice that many.

      “They were probably hoping to leave in fewer pieces,” Rocky noted.

      Lucky heard another scream, but ignored it. There was no time now. The mercs probably assumed that Blight was after the core, if they understood what was going on at all. They were probably just glorified electricians, rigging up a system to drop the core into the fusion generator on a timer or via some remote system, although Lucky wouldn’t have put it past Brandish to expect some poor soul to stay behind and release the superlaser core into the fusion reactor manually, just to make sure it got done.

      “Hotboxed them up,” Malby declared as he put his tech toy back on his utility belt. “These stackshacks are all the same. I was able to override in no time.”

      A pulse smashed against the ceiling. Lucky had no idea if it was aimed at them, or if it was a random shot from another merc, who Lucky could see was now impaled, just as his buddy had been when they’d first come in.

      “I think that was the last guy,” offered Rocky. “So at least you’ll have few obstacles to plow through.”

      “Always looking at the bright side, aren’t you?”

      Lucky swung himself up into the warehouse walker and fired it up. True to Malby’s word, it responded instantly when he started to run forward.

      Malby lurched out behind Lucky.

      “Flank him,” Lucky said, indicating an approach to Blight from behind and to his left. Lucky made the same approach from the right. His view meant he could see further around the side of the reactor.

      He saw a glass cube case lying on the ground about halfway between the circular reactor in the center of the warehouse floor and the nose of the hovertrain, which was now sitting idly, just floating over the energy ribbon. Lucky knew enough to know that was the standard carrier for the core. It was non-metallic, using ceramics that wouldn’t interact or affect the core in any way.

      Then Lucky saw the core itself. It was oblong, with flat surfaces on the top and bottom. He estimated it would come up to his waist. It was sitting precariously on a ledge on an interior walkway that ran right over the heart of the fusion reactor.

      Lucky couldn’t really blame the other guys for putting it there. How could they know that a crazy soldier would come attack them in a warehouse walker? But now that it was there, it looked to Lucky like anything would push the core right into the reactor.

      As if to prove his point, Blight started to repeatedly smash the front metal teeth of his walker into the side of the reactor, trying to collapse the wall nearest to them.

      With each impact, Lucky watched as the core rocked and wobbled.

      As intelligent as Blight was, his knowledge likely had huge gaps. Lucky doubted he’d run across anyone with knowledge of what a superlaser core looked like, let alone what it could do.

      “Malby, change of plans,” Lucky said. “I have to go after that core.”

      “Oh, shit,” Malby said and Lucky assumed he now saw the core, too. “I’ll try to pull him away.”

      “He’s trying to damage that reactor so the drain net loses power. I don’t think you’re going to be able to just tempt him away—”

      “Hey, asshole!” Malby screamed. “Got something for ya!”

      Malby was hanging out the side of his walker. He must have set some autopilot feature, because it was continuing to rumble forward as if he were working the legs. Malby sat on the frame and pulled his pulse rifle up, and started pouring pulses into the back of Blight’s walker.

      The walker spun around, but Malby’s incessant firing pinned Blight back, and he couldn’t get his own rifle up to fire back.

      Lucky knew the confusion was his only chance.

      “Can’t really sneak around in this thing,” Rocky noted. The walkers were all painted bright red, with blue night-vision lights running all around the chassis.

      “Not planning to,” Lucky said, as he ripped his legs out of the restraints and slid sideways out of the walker. He tripped and fell and just about rolled to the ground like he meant to do it, and started for the reactor at a dead run.

      If Blight turned around now, Lucky was dead, but it sounded like Malby was really laying it on thick. Lucky didn’t bother to glance over, keeping his focus on the wobbling little item of death that was the superlaser core.

      “Uh-oh,” Malby said.

      That was enough to cause Lucky to glance over.

      Whatever auto-function that Malby had set on his walker, it wasn’t using any sensors. It was just a dumb function to keep the legs pumping. So instead of slowing down as it reached Blight’s walker, it just kept going.

      Malby’s walker smashed into Blight’s walker at a full gallop, and the combined weight of both of them crashed against the reactor’s outer shell, badly deforming it inward and sending a mini-earthquake across the entirety of the reactor, and indeed the warehouse floor in general. The walkway the core was sitting on bounced up in the air, and Lucky watched in horror as the core went flying up in the air with it.
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      Considering that the core ostensibly contained the power to destroy the entire planet they were sitting on, Lucky thought it would be heavy. Like neutron-star heavy. Like the most dense thing in the universe.

      It wasn’t. It was light. So light that Lucky almost threw the damn thing over his shoulder when he ran like a man possessed right over the heart of the fusion reactor and snatched the superlaser core out of the air.

      It felt like a keg after a frat party. It was completely empty, hollow, and incredibly awkward to hold. For a moment, Lucky thought maybe he was wrong. Maybe this was nothing. Maybe it was just one of the strange tools and instruments that he saw strewn everywhere in the warehouse, the kinds of things that the white coats loved to use once in their lives and then kept in the corner forever more.

      But when he managed to run to the other side of the reactor without falling in, which was no mean feat as the reactor continued to rumble and buck, he took another moment to look at the core. He could see the Empire writing on it, including the huge warning to use extreme caution with what he was using, and under no circumstances should he remove the top cap, which would activate the core.

      The top cap was gone. The core was activated.

      “That’s probably not good,” Rocky observed.

      “You think?”

      Lucky ran for the glass cube container that he’d seen in the middle of the ground, across from the hovertrain that still reminded him of better times, when all he was worried about was falling to his death off a ribbon rider instead of destroying an entire world and possibly letting an army of ultimate killers loose on the universe.

      Lucky carefully slid the core into the ceramic space, where it seated perfectly.

      He set the glass and ceramic cube upright, and then … he didn’t know what to do.

      What do you do with a bomb in the middle of a firefight?
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      Malby had no plan. He never had a plan. But unlike Lucky, who seemed to thrive in that situation, Malby hated it. His plan was usually to do what everyone else was doing. So even if Lucky didn’t have a plan, at least he was doing something that Malby could generally interpret as action he could copy or follow or just hang around.

      That was always his plan.

      So this wasn’t really in his wheelhouse, he decided, as he swung the fist on his walker into the back of the head of the one that Blight was in. He smashed it again and again, deforming the head. He really didn’t have any idea what else to do. He’d almost been thrown clear of the walker when he’d smashed into Blight’s walker in the first place.

      And now that they were hopelessly entangled, Malby’s only strategy was to keep hitting the damn asshole’s walker.

      Malby was trying to think what else he could do when he just lucked into glancing to his right. He saw a pair of boots swinging right at his face. He jerked his shoulder around and tucked his head in, and just managed to take the brunt of the blow on his back.

      The impact sent him sprawling forward, right out the other side of the operator cage. He swung around just as he saw the muzzle flash. A pulse round exploded on the exposed frame he was hanging onto, and he fell backwards off his walker and landed on the badly-crushed frame of the other walker.

      Two more pulses flashed, exploding off the frame’s elements all around him. Malby felt fire burning deep in his thigh and knew he’d been hit with something. He dragged himself, twisting, up into the cab of the wrecked walker, knowing that the back shielding was his only defense now. His own rifle had gone flying when Blight had tried to kick him in the face.

      And it was Blight that had come flying in, if there’d been any question. Malby could see him now, settling into his own walker while still firing pulses at him.

      With something like detached amusement, Malby realized that he and Blight had swapped places. He’d now dragged himself into Blight’s walker, or at least the badly-damaged remains of it, to protect himself from Blight’s pulse shots. But that was about the extent of thought he could put into it before the back of the operator’s cage exploded inward and the spikes of the front lifter assembly on his old walker came shoving through and narrowly missed splitting his guts open.

      Why the hell didn’t I think to use the front lifter? Another question to ponder if he lived through this.

      The spikes yanked back, and Malby knew what was coming next. He tried in vain to get the crumpled walker he was in to move, but the entire thing was busted. It shook and vibrated, but it was completely pinned back against the fusion reactor shielding, which itself was crushing further and further inward. Soon, it would fail.

      The back exploded open again. This time, the force of the spikes actually completely ripped the shielding away, exposing him to stare directly into Blight’s face.

      The bastard had lost his visor, at some point and now Malby could see right into his black, beady eyes. His nose was flat, and half his teeth were missing. Malby didn’t know if that was from an earlier mishap or if it had happened recently. Malby hoped that somehow he was in some small part responsible for how ugly the bastard looked, but it was also true that being one of Blight’s human bodies was probably a rough job. It wasn’t like you weren’t expendable.

      Blight smiled widely, and Malby was treated to an uninterrupted view of his broken and smashed mouth.

      Malby didn’t want to die, and he really didn’t want to die at the hands of some asshole this ugly. Instead of pulling the front lifter spikes out and diving down with them again, apparently Blight had decided to just shove him into the fusion reactor. Malby had to admit, it would kill two birds with one stone.

      Then Blight raised his pulse rifle up to his shoulder and pointed it straight at Malby.

      There was nothing Malby could do. He was pinned in. His shielding was gone. Hell, he was trapped in what wasn’t much more than a pile of scrap metal.

      He was dead.

      Then he saw another walker loom up behind Blight.
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      Blight must have seen something in Malby’s eyes, because rather than pulling the trigger, he rose up in his seat and turned around to look over the rear shielding on his own walker.

      Big mistake, ugly-faced bitch.

      Knives, who’d somehow gotten into Lucky’s walker, slammed into Blight’s back. Because he was standing up in his seat to look around, Blight was thrown forward violently, jerking his body at a grotesque angle and slamming his head with a mighty thud into the metal plates that ran along the front of the warehouse walker.

      Blood spewed up in the air from his flat nose getting broken and smashed into his face. It was only getting flatter and uglier.

      Malby grabbed the pulse rifle that had flown out of Blight’s hands, turned it around in a deft maneuver, and put three slugs right up his ugly nose before he even had time to think. The back of Blight’s head exploded outward from the blast.

      Malby didn’t even realize he’d been screaming his head off until he stopped firing and heard himself. “Eat that, you ugly piece of shit!”

      Malby was admiring his handiwork when he looked up and saw that Knives was waving frantically at him.

      “What are you doing, asshole?” Malby screamed at the top of his lungs. Considering the big dick had just saved his life, this was about as diplomatic as Malby got.

      “Get the hell out of that thing, it’s going over!”

      Malby suddenly realized what he was saying. When Malby had slammed into Blight’s walker, he’d crushed it up against the reactor. When Knives had slammed into the two intertwined walkers, he’d shoved the walker that Malby now found himself in right over the top of the reactor. The entire pile of useless crushed metal was now hanging precariously on what was left of the reactor’s shielding.

      With a huge explosion, the shielding gave way, and the walker fell into the fusion reactor.

      Malby scrambled up like an animal possessed, jumping from exposed metal bar to exposed metal bar, trying to keep ahead of the whole thing as it went over.

      He saw a metal bar waving in his face and he reached out desperately for it, grabbed hold of it, and felt the rest of the walker fall away underneath him.

      He looked up into the muzzle of Knives’ pulse rifle.

      “Hang on, shithead,” Knives said as he used his rifle to pull Malby up to his walker. Malby grabbed his hand, and with the other he let go of Knives’ rifle and grabbed one of the support beams on Knives’ walker.

      He dragged himself forward just as the rest of the walker, the one that Malby had been in when this whole fiasco had begun, was yanked into the reactor as well.

      A thundering noise of metal bending and tearing to shreds came from below them. The rest of the shielding gave way, and everything that had been part of the fusion reactor above ground was now gone, having caved in on the reactor below.

      The lights in the rest of the warehouse flickered, then went dark. A moment later, a weak red light replaced them, running along the outside walls.

      Knives and Malby climbed out of the warehouse walker and turned to look at the gaping hole in the ground that had been the fusion reactor.

      “What the shit happened?” Lucky cried as he ran over to Malby. He looked at Knives and did a double take. “What the shit are you doing here?”

      “Which one do you want answered first?” Malby asked.

      “They’re kinda the same answer, really,” Knives said. “I knew you assholes would screw this up, and you’re my only ride off this rock and probably the only chance I have at making any money at all off this job, so I came down to help.”

      “Works for me,” Malby said.

      “And when I do, what do I find?” Knives continued. “I find Tweedledee here getting his ass handed to him while Tweedledum had abandoned his walker and was playing patty-cake over there with a planet-killing bomb.”

      Lucky looked like he was on the verge of going apeshit. It might be that Hate shit, Malby thought. He backed up a couple of steps, just in case.

      “The reactor!” Lucky screamed. “You killed the reactor!”

      “Oh, that,” Knives said. “Are you going to focus on the bad side of everything?”

      “I did kill Blight,” Malby offered. “So there’s that.”

      “But the whole point was to protect the power source for the drain net. Now the net’s down.”

      “Not necessarily—”

      An explosion far above rocked the support beam that the broadcast antenna was on. Sparks and chunks of metal debris came crashing down.

      “You were saying?” Lucky asked.

      “So what happens without that drain net?” Malby asked.

      “How should I know?” Lucky asked. “Everyone who knows is dead, because Blight killed them when his networks were limited. And now you just took away whatever was suppressing him. Who knows what he’ll do now?”

      The red lighting along the outside of the warehouse was no doubt designed to show the occupants where to go to get out in an event such as this, when there was a complete power loss.

      But now that the interior lights were off and the exterior lights in the outside of the warehouse walls were on, Malby realized for the first time that the walls were transparent along one whole side. As he watched, the glass walls started to quiver.

      Then, all at once, they exploded outward.

      Malby squinted and stared as a reddish cloud of something poured out. Then he saw the faces. Hundreds of faces, packed in like sardines.

      Blight faces. He recognized them. Most of them looked like the scar-faced bastard from above, the one that had put a kick into his chest, except these weren’t sporting a scar. Their faces looked perfectly formed. Like they were—

      “Clones,” Lucky said. “All his clones are alive now.”

      Malby watched as the men’s eyes began to open, and they started to surge forward into the warehouse. An army of men, easily a thousand strong and stretching the length of the warehouse from one end to the other, pushing and shoving and climbing over each other.

      “So what’s the plan now, geniuses?” Knives said.
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      “Just shoot ‘em,” Lucky said.

      Rocky probably had some smartass remark for that inspired bit of battlefield wizardry, but Lucky didn’t hear it, because he was too busy unloading everything he had from his pulse rifle into the waves of Blight bodies pouring into the warehouse.

      The men weren’t armed, and they could do precious little to protect themselves. At first, it was a bloodbath as Lucky and Malby concentrated their fire on one side of the warehouse and Knives took on the other.

      But the numbers were staggering.

      “How many are there, Rocky?” Lucky echoed. Even in his mind, the sound of the constant firing and charging of his pulse rifle was deafening.

      “Too many,” she said. “Tens of thousands too many.”

      They slowly started to fall back. There was little they could do. The clones were fast and athletic, just as the scientists had wanted them to be. In the chaos, they were getting through.

      But they weren’t attacking.

      “What the hell’s going on?” Malby shouted.

      Just like when the two Blights had burst through the hatch above and one had simply taken a feeble shot at Lucky and then run right past him, these clone Blights weren’t coming after the mercenaries. They weren’t even putting in a half-hearted effort to take a shot at them, which, considering their numbers, might have worked. They didn’t have weapons. Hell, they barely wore clothes. They had cyborg implants, though, which meant they’d been modified by the scientists. At the very least, that would indicate that they probably had something like weapons built into them.

      But they weren’t using them, at least not on Lucky and company. Instead, they simply streamed past and went up the ladder and started rushing out the top.

      Lucky started to concentrate his fire on the top of the ladder, completely turning his back to the continuing waves of Blights.

      The bloodbath continued, and using the bottleneck off the ladder running up to the top meant he could be more effective. But it still wasn’t enough. They started to climb up the walls, even riding on each other’s shoulders to get up and out.

      “Where the hell are they going?” Knives screamed over the sound of his own rifle.

      “They must have a ship,” Lucky concluded. “That’s the only thing I can think of.”

      “Or maybe lots of ships,” Malby said.

      “There’s no way for us to know shit!” Knives said. “Everybody that knew anything is dead.”

      “Just keep killing these bastards,” Lucky said, continuing to spray along the tops of the wall, catching as many as he could before they were able to scamper clear of the top of the warehouse and get out into Avalon proper.

      Suddenly, the roof of the warehouse shook. Then it shook again. Then there was a constant rattle as something slammed against the ground above them.

      “That’s cannon fire!” Knives said.

      Lucky shifted so he could see up into the sky beyond the opening above. The short night, which lasted only a couple of hours here with the three suns, was over. It was bright again. Lucky caught the glint of a gunship making strafing runs back and forth along the ground above.

      “The Last Gasp!” Knives shouted. “Otto, you magnificent bastard!”

      Knives started to run toward the bottom rungs of the ladder, almost like he was joining a parade of Blights. It was surreal to see him practically surrounded by the bald men as he went.

      “Where the hell are you going, Knives?”

      Knives turned around, a look of puzzlement on his face. “The ship is right there. We have to get out of here.”

      Lucky raised his arms to the army of men running past them like water. “There are a few thousand problems with that assessment.”

      “We can’t just keep sitting here trying to shoot them all. Our guns will blow up in our hands before we can cut down even a quarter of them.”

      “He’s right,” Malby said. “We’re shit down here.”

      “You can stay down here in your fishing barrel of bastards if you want, but I’m out of here,” Knives said. He turned toward the ladder.

      “Uh, we might have a problem,” Rocky echoed. “I think that all the building’s systems are back online.”

      “Okay?”

      “Well, Blight has complete control of the complex now.”

      Lucky watched as a dozen drones appeared and started circling around ominously at the edges of the ceiling. “Knives, get down here,” he said.

      “Screw off.”’

      “The building defenses are active, asshole,” Lucky said. “And I don’t think you want to be exposed on that ladder when—uh, too late.”

      The drones that had been circling suddenly spun around and dove for Lucky and Malby. The two of them quickly set up shoulder-to-shoulder and started firing at the drones.

      The drones were small, even smaller than the old personal drones that had Lucky operated as a Frontier Marine. They each had a pair of small vent thrusters and a single bottom-mounted pulse cannon that they didn’t seem shy about shooting.

      Lucky took at least one hit on his armor, and he was sure that Malby did, too. The drones were low-power, and they were wearing combat gear, but it still hurt to get hit. And these drones would wear them down over time.

      Several of the Blight soldiers around them went down as well, but their fellow men just stepped over them.

      “This is crazy!” Malby said. “If there weren’t so many of them, they’d all be dead by now!”

      “Deep thoughts from your boy,” Lucky echoed.

      “Always.”

      “We need cover!” Lucky shouted.

      “Shitty shit shit!” Knives shouted as he ran wildly back from the base of the ladder, where he was so exposed, to join them. “This is bullshit.”

      “There,” Malby said, pointing at the hovertrains. “We can hide in there. At least we’ll have some cover from these drones.”

      “And where these little drones are, big ones are sure to follow,” Lucky said. “Let’s go.”

      “At least we know what they look like inside,” Rocky offered.

      “Any port in a storm!” Lucky echoed as they ran, zigzagging around and firing up at the drones that were taking potshots at them as they went.

      When they got to the hovertrain, Lucky found himself in stunned silence, wondering what to do. “Have we heard anything from the Last Gasp?”

      “No, but I think it’s because the station’s jamming them.”

      “Avalon really is Blight now, isn’t it.”

      “Afraid so.”

      “They don’t even give a shit about us,” Lucky echoed, watching as the Blight soldiers raced for the exit. “It’s a little insulting to be seen as no threat at all.”

      “So let’s remedy that.”

      “How?”

      “You know what we have to do,” Rocky said. “We have to blow up that core.”
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      “This is like shooting fish in a barrel,” Spider said.

      “It’s a lot of fish,” Merlin said from the rear of the ship, where he was operating the majority of the weapons systems. The plasma cannon fired again and again at the fleeing men on the ground.

      “Have you been able to reach them yet?” Jiang asked. “We need to find out what’s happening.”

      “There’s a local jamming signal,” Otto reported.

      “But the drain net is down,” Spider said.

      “Yeah, so is the fusion reactor,” Otto confirmed. “But that jamming signal is conventional.”

      “Meaning?” Jiang asked.

      “Meaning that whoever’s in charge of Avalon now that it’s back to full power is doing it.”

      “Blight,” Spider said.

      “That’s my guess,” Otto said.

      “Is there really any point in going down there?” Merlin asked.

      “What?” Jiang asked him sharply.

      “How could they be alive? Look at all those Blights coming out of that underground.”

      “There are a thousand ways they could still be alive.”

      “The odds of their survival are suboptimal,” offered Otto.

      “If they’re dead, then we’re landing and finding their bodies,” Jiang said firmly. “We aren’t leaving without them.”

      A red proximity alarm went off on Spider’s console. She grabbed the stick, ready for evasive, but it wasn’t a missile.

      “We got company,” Spider said. “Three o’clock, low. I think they’re just taking off.”

      A large transport ship was blasting off from a camouflaged shipyard just to the north of Avalon. Now that she’d seen one of the ships, Spider could see more forms. “There are lots more ships down there.”

      On cue, a handful of medium-sized ships hopped into the air.

      “Go get that transport,” Jiang said.

      “Merlin, I’m bringing you around for air-to-air. You have missiles racked?” Spider asked.

      “I will.”

      Spider punched it, and felt the Last Gasp respond instantly. It was amazing to be flying again. She didn’t realize how much she loved it, sometimes, until she was kept out of the seat. “Coming into range now.”

      A proximity alarm blared on her console. This time the vector information told her it wasn’t another ship taking off in the distance. “Evasive,” she shouted as a warning, before shoving the stick over and killing the thrusters.

      The ship responded by instantly cutting in the air, her extended wings grabbing all the drag they could. With the thrust minimal, the rockets lost their signal when they did the crazy turn in the sky. Spider liked flying dead-stick anyways. She let the nose of the ship slowly come out of the dive, and picked up some speed before pulling up on the stick and engaging the thrusters.

      The rocket was now running harmlessly off into the distance.

      “That wasn’t surface-to-air,” Jiang said. “We’ve got company.”

      Spider saw it on her screen now. At least three fighters, all too old and rundown to be anything but from that hidden port they’d just seen.

      And that meant Blight.

      Jiang blasted away from the top railgun, while Merlin fired off a pair of missiles locked onto the energy signature of the troop transport.

      It exploded in a fireball when the first missiles hit it. “Splash those bastards.”

      Jiang destroyed three small fighters that had been shooting at them.

      Spider didn’t think they’d be able to reach orbit anyways, but who knew? “See anything else out there, Otto?” she asked.

      “I don’t think so.”

      After two more passes at the camouflaged shipyard, they shot a half-dozen more ships out of the air before Merlin could manage to fashion a makeshift bomb out of a dozen rocket warheads and destroy what they hoped were the only ships around.

      “We have to land and see what’s happening,” Jiang said. “That jamming means trouble.”

      But as soon as they got close enough to land, the perimeter cannons on Avalon’s walls started firing. They were autocannons, and pretty dumb ones at that, but Spider still had to be careful to blast each one individually as she spun the ship around the outside edges of their range while Merlin pounded them with the pulse cannon.

      Avalon was just a small FOB at the end of the day, and just running on unmanned, automated systems. It was no match for Last Gasp.

      They put down right in Avalon’s empty courtyard. The FOB was the emptiest such place they’d ever seen. They kept waiting for shooting or resistance to start, but the Blight clones rising from below ground were simply streaming out of the gates and off into the surrounding jungle.

      “That’s just creepy,” Spider said. “Where the hell are they going?”

      “Probably looking for a ride off the planet,” Jiang suggested.

      “Or some brains to pop open,” Merlin said.

      Spider felt a little sick to her stomach at that.

      “Maybe you should stay with the ship, Spider,” Jiang said. “These things seem to have some other mission in mind, but I think you might be a special exception they’d make.”

      “I’m going out with you,” Spider said firmly.

      “We need a pilot here so we can take off fast—”

      “Otto can do it, now that the drain net is gone. You don’t need me here for a quick escape. I’m coming with you,” she said resolutely.

      “Suit yourself,” Jiang said.

      Two minutes later, they lowered the gangplank and stepped off, and almost had to wade through the Blight clones. Spider stepped in front of one, and it just stepped around her. She grabbed another one, but it just shook her off.

      “These aren’t like the other Blights,” Spider said. “Their eyes. It’s like they’re brain-dead.”

      “These are custom built for it,” suggested Merlin. “Maybe this is their natural state until they’re turned on."

      Spider shuddered at that thought.

      “We’re going in there,” Jiang said, pointing to the lab in the center of the compound. “Look alive, everyone.”

      When they stepped in, Spider saw a scene out of a horror story. Blood was everywhere. Bodies were practically piled on bodies. There were thousands of dead Blight soldiers here, but still more kept coming, just climbing over their dead brethren.

      In the center of it all was a burning crater of metal that she guessed was what remained of the power source that had controlled the drain net.

      Then she saw the hovertrain. And then—

      She gasped. “What the hell is going on?”
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      “What?” Knives screamed. They were leaning up against the front of the hovertrain. It was a strange sensation, because when they leaned against the train, it moved ever so slightly, floating as it was on a perpetual bubble of ribbon power. “We spent all this time trying to not set the damn thing off.”

      “Well, that was before the reactor went tits-up and the drain net went down with it.” Lucky sighted on a drone and hit it dead center on its exhaust manifold. It spun around, lost altitude and control, and crashed into the ground in a pile of sparks. “Now we need to contain this, if we can. We can’t let these things leave the planet en masse.”

      “We need to get off the planet first.”

      “I know that!” Lucky said, exasperated.

      “Nothing like having Captain Shit-for-Breakfast remind you how screwed up everything is,” Rocky echoed.

      “So there’s no getting through this jamming signal?”

      “Maybe if we were on the surface,” Rocky said. “And, you know, not here.”

      “Yeah, so that’s a ‘no’,” Lucky said.

      “They’ll have to come get us, then,” Rocky said. “You trust them to do that?”

      “I trust Jiang.”

      “How the hell do we activate it?” Malby said. “They were going to use the fusion reactor for that, but, uh, you know.”

      “I’ve got a plan. Or at least, Rocky does.”

      “Rocky?” Knives asked. “Your crazy AI?”

      “It’s helped us out before,” Malby said. “Big time.”

      “Ohhhhhhh. Let’s hear more of this!” Rocky echoed happily.

      “Can you focus right now?”

      “Can you? Battle drones inbound.”

      Shit. Lucky glanced around the side of the hovertrain and almost got his face blown off. The impact of the powered railgun charge slammed into the nose of the hovertrain and smacked it back into all three of their backs, sending them sprawling forward.

      The train nosed off the ribbon, then snapped back a moment later as the coupling’s slurped up power from the energy ribbon.

      Lucky rolled out from behind the train and came up firing. He clipped the battle drone right in its large engine intake just as it was readying to fire. The drone bounced and lost its targeting. The pulse slug flew over Lucky’s head and smashed into the floor of the warehouse.

      He kept firing, sending two more slugs into the drone’s engine intake before it finally succumbed and exploded, spinning off in a death spiral, sparks flying as it smashed to the ground.

      “That’s not good,” Rocky said.

      Lucky saw what she was talking about. Where the battle drone had been, a dozen more took its place. More were behind it.

      He dove back behind the hovertrain. “We have to move!”

      Knives grabbed Lucky by the arm. “Listen to me.” He shook Lucky’s arm. “Listen to me, man. This is suicide. They aren’t coming back for us. That would be stupid as shit. They just watched a trillion of these Blight bastards come streaming out of this place like the gates of hell are opening up for a two-day sale. They’re going to get the hell out of here and call for help from orbit or some shit. If we do whatever the hell you’re thinking of doing, we’re dead here. Nobody’s coming for us.”

      The hovertrain bucked again from one of the railgun shots. There were enough now that they could be pinned down easily. Those firing from the other side of the train would be able to flank them in moments.

      “You might not trust people, but I do,” Lucky said. “An active jamming signal means somebody’s trying to block our communication, which means there’s a chance we’re still alive down here.”

      “And you really believe they’ll come down here for us?” Knives asked.

      “I would,” Lucky said.

      “So you just trust people?” Knives said, looking at Lucky like he was a puppy he’d found last week. “That’s the most Boy Scout bullshit I’ve ever heard.”

      “I trust my team,” Lucky said. “They’re my family. Even you, shithead. After all, you came down here, didn’t you?”

      “I came down here because I thought you were gonna get killed without me and I wouldn’t get paid!”

      Lucky waved Malby over. “We’re making a run for that walker,” he said, indicating the machine that was still in reasonable operating order, the one Knives had used to smash into Blight. The other two machines had fallen into the now-dead reactor. “Cover us, Knives.”

      “This is crazy! You can’t do this!” Knives looked frantically at Malby. “He can’t do this!”

      Malby just smiled. “Sorry, man. I love following the crazy people.” He slid up next to Lucky. “But this is going to work, right?”

      Lucky shrugged. “It’s got a shot.”

      Malby slapped his recharge pack on his pulse rifle. “That’s all I want.”

      “I’m revising this to a nine out of ten on the mistake scale.”

      “It’s your idea.”

      “That doesn’t mean it’s not a mistake,” Rocky snorted.

      Lucky nodded, and he and Malby shot out from behind the hovertrain. He didn’t look back at Knives, but after a moment of hesitation, he heard the staccato sound of pulse fire coming from his position.

      Then the ground in front of him exploded.
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      That the badly-damaged reactor would explode was probably self-evident to everyone who knew something about engineering and the way that reactors worked, but fusion tech was way above Lucky’s pay grade. It was supposedly thousands of times safer than nuclear fusion tech. But that apparently didn’t preclude explosions.

      Because the reactor was drilled right down into the ground in the center of the huge skunkworks warehouse, it was basically a giant funnel that sent the vast majority of the explosion straight upward. Because it was positioned directly below the main entrance to the lab, it blew the small facility above ground to pieces, ripping the top off. The huge antenna that stuck up straight above it for several hundred feet instantly crumpled from the bottom up in some weird reverse-candle display, the likes of which Lucky had never seen.

      The guide wires snapped, and the antenna fell across the base and broke in half over the side of one of the protective walls.

      Down below, Lucky and Malby, along with the seemingly endless supply of brainless, disinterested Blights that were still making a steady effort to get out of the lab and onto the surface of the planet, were blown flat on their backs by the concussive explosion.

      The warehouse walker that Lucky had been running toward was thrown into the air like a ragdoll, and practically disintegrated. What few chunks of metal remained rained down on the warehouse floor.

      Lucky looked over at Malby and saw that he was screaming something. Lucky couldn’t hear anything for a moment. It was just ringing in his ears. His helmet was gone, ripped off and thrown to who knew where. He smelled burning hair and flesh, and realized it was the dead and slaughtered bodies of the Blights they’d shot earlier that were scorching in the aftermath of the reactor explosion.

      Lucky felt a combat stim hit his system, and he gritted his teeth as his adrenaline soared. He staggered to his feet, his rifle gone.

      “Shit, that’s a lot of radiation,” Rocky echoed. “We can stand it for now, but another ten minutes and it’s going to be a problem keeping your meat alive.”

      Malby had stumbled his way over to Lucky, looking as unsteady on his feet as Lucky felt. “What the hell do we do now,” he screamed in Lucky’s ear.

      “Get down!” Rocky echoed urgently.

      Lucky saw one of the battle drones, hopelessly damaged by the blast, as it fell to the ground straight at them. He smashed his shoulder into Malby, and the two of them sprawled forward just as the drone exploded spectacularly a moment before it was going to hit them. Shrapnel and thruster fire washed over them, and Lucky covered his head as best he could, but still felt heat on his face where he was burned by the explosive wash.

      He looked up to see Knives. “That was the last one,” he said. It took Lucky a moment to realize he was talking about the drones, and another moment to realize Knives had just blasted that one out of the air a moment before it killed him. “That blast at least did that much. All the drones are dead, and half these Blight assholes, too.” He nodded over his shoulder at the blown-open top of the warehouse. “You still think anyone’s coming for us? Now it looks like this whole place just blew up!”

      “Is the jammer still up?” Lucky echoed.

      “Yes.”

      “How?”

      “It wasn’t transiting through that antenna,” Rocky said. “It’s coming from down here.”

      “You wanna do something to get us off this rock?” Lucky asked Knives. “Figure out where that jammer’s coming from and disable it so we can get a message through to Last Gasp and tell them we’re still down here.”

      “How the hell do I do that?”

      “Malby, help him. You can find that narrow band, right?”

      Malby, who had blood running down the side of his head where half his ear looked to have been blown off, nodded. “I can hotbox over there where I released the warehouse walkers.”

      “Good,” Lucky said.

      They ran over to the wall unit. “Got it,” Malby said.

      “Good. Now release this last walker to me.”

      “Done,” Malby said after a moment.

      “You and Knives go kill that thing,” Lucky said to Malby.

      He nodded and started off toward the corner of the warehouse, ostensibly following the location he’d gotten from his hotbox.

      “What are you doing?” Knives said as Lucky jumped into the walker.

      “Ending this,” Lucky said.
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      Lucky ran the walker through the carnage as fast as he could, heading back toward the hovertrain. The core was in the safest place he could put it, at least under the circumstances. It was inside the hovertrain’s front cabin.

      The train had been blown off the energy ribbon, but it stubbornly refused to stay off. Like the almost-magical seeming technology that underlay the energy ribbon itself, it simply couldn’t come off the hover bubble as long as it had power from the ribbon.

      And Lucky was counting on that power. Rocky’s plan was simple. Instead of using the fusion reactor to start the degradation process on the core, they’d use the energy ribbon.

      The device the mercenaries had been building to connect the core to the fusion reactor was meant to be a limiter. All that power wasn’t needed to begin the process.

      As powerful as the fusion reactor had been, the energy ribbon was more powerful. It was unshielded, and had been built by the Empire engineers in a hurry, with minimal attention to limiters or safety features. But at the warehouse, they’d installed those safety features, and one of these was built into the end support. That was where the power limiter was located that would allow the hovertrain to use the ribbon without burning up. It would allow Lucky to bathe the core in energy and start the degradation process, without burning it up either.

      He simply had to pull the ribbon from its end support, attach the core to the limiter, and relink the ribbon. In a perfect world, with a warehouse walker and an operator who knew what he was doing, that would be an easy job.

      But something had changed in the warehouse. Maybe it was the fact that Knives and Malby were actively trying to find the jamming location. Or maybe Blight just had enough of himself out on the planet’s surface—or even off the planet, for all Lucky knew at this point—that he could spare some of his minions.

      Or maybe he’d just realized that he didn’t want to abandon this place without killing Lucky first. Plenty of things had grown to have a personal vendetta against Lucky over the years. Why not a self-aware networked army of killers?

      Whatever the reason, the Blights around him turned and started to jump up on his walker.

      They didn’t have weapons, but they were strong and fast. The walker was designed to be open and easy to use, so the operator was exposed.

      Lucky pulled up his pulse rifle and fired on the Blights attacking him, blowing them off the frame of the walker as soon as they touched it. He crushed more than a few underfoot, refusing to slow or alter his course one bit. He desperately wished the walkers had weapons of any kind.

      He got to the hovertrain and ripped the hatch off the train and grabbed the core, which was still in the clear ceramic case. Now he just had to disconnect the ribbon from the end support.

      Easier said than done.

      Just as he was contemplating it, he saw a muzzle flash out of the corner of his eye. It was only the fact that his spiders instantly spotted the trajectory and gave him a sensation of pull that he yanked his head to the side at the last moment.

      The Blight must have pulled the rifle from one of the dead mercenaries. The pulse slug whistled past Lucky’s head and exploded against the back of the walker’s seat, throwing Lucky forward, sprawling him halfway out of the walker.

      There were Blights crawling all over the walker. One grabbed his wrist and started trying to yank him out of it.

      Lucky desperately punched him in the face, then pulled his hand up and bit down on the back of the hand pulling on him. The Blight clone screamed and let go, but another grabbed Lucky by the back of the head. In that moment, he was glad he’d shaved his head when he’d retired. It was one less thing to think about.

      The hand wrenched his ear until he thought it was going to get ripped off, but he was able to twist his neck until the bastard’s grip came loose.

      He jerked himself back up into the walker’s operator cage. If he was pulled out, he was going to be dead, and it was going to be bad. He wouldn’t be shot. He’d simply be mauled and ripped into pieces by the Blights all around him.

      Another one tried to reach in to grab him, but Lucky worked the walker’s hand to swing around and impale him with a sharp loader point, then brushed two more Blights off the walker while he yanked the dead body away and tossed it aside.

      “Rocky, I’m desperate.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that,” she said.

      “Do you trust me?”

      “No.”

      Lucky learned forward as Rocky hit him with a combat stim. He felt the adrenaline boost right through his body, and he strained at the edges of the loops that held him into the operator cage and sent the signals to the walker’s limbs.

      The walker surged forward and slammed into the column that held the energy ribbon in place. Without slowing, he spun around and yanked at the base of the column with all the power that the walker could give him.

      The ribbon ripped clear of the end support with the limiter, and then the entire structure collapsed right over him. The Blights that were hanging off the walker were crushed.

      Lucky crawled out of the now half-buried walker and dragged the way-too-light-to-be-a-planet-killer superlaser core with him. He rushed over to the now-exposed end support and limiter. He pulled the core out of the case and slid it in.

      He then turned around and realized he was completely screwed.

      With the column that held the energy ribbon crushed and lying over the prone shape of the walker, the energy ribbon had to cover more ground to get to the limiter.

      Lucky stood there dumbfounded as the realization settled in.

      The energy ribbon wouldn’t reach the core.
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      Lucky rushed over to try and drag the walker clear, but that was impossible. It would take another walker to do that. He was contemplating trying to climb back in and seeing if the walker was still functioning enough to crawl its way clear. He just needed to find a few extra feet!

      Something crashed into his back, and he was thrown forward. He rolled over to look up at a Blight clone, staring down at him with a wicked grin.

      Then a pair of pulses exploded through the Blight clone’s chest, and he toppled over.

      Malby rushed up, followed by Knives.

      “What the hell happened here?” Knives asked.

      “Did you kill that jammer?” Lucky asked, ignoring his question.

      “Couldn’t do it,” Knives said angrily. “These things just suddenly decided to notice we existed. They don’t have guns and they’re dumb as shit, but they’re fast and strong and keep coming.”

      As if to prove his point, five more came rushing up at them, with what looked like little more of a plan than to see if one of them could make it through before they were shot. They almost did, as Knives and Malby both shot two in the chest before the last one knocked aside Knives’ rifle, but it took a shot in the side from Malby at the last moment and toppled over.

      But in the time that was happening, twenty more took their place. Now that they seemed to know they had all the numbers they needed, the Blights all seemed to be biding their time and walking toward them in waves.

      “We got about five seconds until these bastards overwhelm us,” Knives said, firing with his teeth gritted. “So what the hell are we doing?”

      Lucky stared dumbfounded at the core sitting on the limiter, then turned back to look at the end of the energy ribbon. The damn thing ran hundreds of miles across alien landscape, only to come up five feet too short to do Lucky any good now. If he could go back in time, he’d restore the column he’d broken to bring the ribbon down in the first place, and find a way to lower it so that wouldn’t have crimped the line and left it short.

      But that was in another world, a world where comically stupid things like a few extra feet didn’t decide life.

      “It won’t reach,” Lucky said.

      “What?” Malby asked.

      “It’s five feet too short.”

      “Then just forget it,” Knives said. “We tried. We gotta figure out a way to get off this rock. So we can’t get to the jammer, those Hooti bitches had ships. I know they still have...”

      Lucky stopped listening. He stared at the distance.

      “Rocky, we can’t let these bastard things win this. I’m not letting them off this planet.”

      “Don’t do it,” Rocky said, seemingly resigned to what he was going to say next.

      “Son of a bitch!” Malby screamed as more of the Blights closed in.

      “This is it,” Knives said. “I can’t believe I’m going to die with you assholes.”

      “The feeling is mutual!” Malby screamed back, his pulse rifle firing relentlessly.

      Lucky reached out for the terminus of the energy ribbon with his left hand, while he reached out for the core with his right. “You kept me alive once when I did this.”

      “That was a fraction of the ribbon’s power distilled through the train,” Rocky noted.

      “You’ll have to figure out how to put me back together again.”

      All at once, a hail of pulse fire poured down from the entrance.

      Lucky looked up to see Jiang, Spider, and Merlin all standing along the top railing at the entrance above, firing round after round from their pulse rifles.

      “Yes!” Malby shouted.

      “They came back for us!” Knives screamed, as much out of surprise as relief.

      “I told you they would,” Lucky whispered, only loud enough for himself to hear.

      He touched the energy ribbon and the core simultaneously.

      The energy shot into his body. He felt like someone hit him in the chest with a sledgehammer, and then grabbed all the nerve ending from his arms and legs and yanked them together into a ball in the middle of his chest and ripped them to shreds.

      The pain was excruciating. The world went white, his eyes feeling like they might pop out of his head, and then thankfully, mercifully, everything went black.
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      “Wake up, sleeping beauty.”

      Lucky’s eyes popped open.

      His head was pounding. It felt like his brain was actually swelling right up against the edges of his skull. Even the slightest movement sent pain reverberating down his neck and into his spine.

      “Uhhhhhh,” he managed.

      “Very coherent,” Rocky echoed. “And also, don’t sit up too fast. You shit yourself once already.”

      “Look who’s awake,” Jiang said, standing over Lucky.

      “Been awake this whole time,” Lucky managed, his voice sounding thick to his ears. It was hard to work his tongue. It felt swollen and wrong, like it belonged to someone else. He tried to work his jaw loose, but that just made his head hurt more. “I was just playing possum.”

      “Holy shit,” Knives said. “Will you look at that?”

      Lucky frowned. “Can somebody tell that dipshit to keep it down?”

      “That dipshit dragged your ass out of there,” Jiang said.

      “I helped,” Malby said proudly. “I mean, that dude is a skinny little bitch. He can’t carry a bastard like you.”

      “Screw off and come look at this,” Knives said.

      “That’s it,” Lucky echoed. “I’m sitting up.”

      “Your funeral,” Rocky said, with what he suspected was only a small dose of sarcasm.

      “What the hell are we looking at?” Lucky said.

      He was in the common quarters. The others were gathered around the far wall, where Otto was projecting an image of a planet half shrouded in darkness on the viewscreen.

      “Is that,” Lucky started before he fell silent, because he knew the answer to his question. It was Dufana.

      “Your handiwork,” Rocky said, with little relish in her voice.

      At first, Lucky couldn’t see what they were looking at. Then he saw the pinpoint of light: no more than a speck, but the intensity was already burning his eyes.

      It started to grow: slowly at first, but gradually speeding up. The light spot lost some of its intensity in the expansion, but it gained some definition. It looked like a giant mushroom cloud, like one you’d expect from a nuclear explosion, but the scale was all off. It was taking up nearly a fifth of the planet’s circumference, and still expanding with lightning speed.

      “That isn’t possible,” Spider said, shaking her head.

      Distance and perspective made even the most dramatic scenes unfold in excruciating slowness from orbit, but not this. It was spreading faster than anything Lucky had ever seen.

      “What are we seeing?” Merlin asked.

      Wherever the bright flame danced, the planet’s surface retreated. It simply ceased to be. Everywhere matter existed, the leaping flame extinguished it. Within seconds, the hemisphere of the planet that had just been below them was gone.

      The flame continued onward across the surface of the planet, but as it did, Lucky noticed the color was changing. It was growing redder and moving closer to the view source, which Lucky knew was them.

      “How far are we?” Lucky asked.

      “About 4.4 billion kilometers,” Otto said. “And receding rapidly.”

      “Make it more rapid,” Lucky said. His pain was somehow dulled by seeing the destruction. “Did all the Hooti get off?”

      Jiang shook her head. “No way to know. But they started get off the planet as soon as the drain net was done. I think they realized they didn’t want to be anywhere near Blight.”

      That put a thought in Lucky’s mind. “None of those Blight clones got off the planet, did they?”

      Again Jiang shrugged. This time she exchanged a glance with Spider. “We knocked out everything we could, but…”

      “At least two vessels, and possibly more, eluded us,” Otto said matter-of-factly.

      “Nice, Otto,” Spider said.

      “I was merely answering the question.”

      Lucky felt his heart drop. “Some got away.”

      “But remember what Kerry said. Blight wasn’t in those bodies,” Spider said. “It was in the lab in Avalon. It was down there. You saw how it took control of everything as soon as the drain net was down. That had to be it working at full capacity.”

      “It only needed a network to survive within,” Lucky said. “Assuming it figured out a way to defeat the failsafe, which both Kerry and Brandish both thought it could.”

      “We’re clean,” Otto said. “I scrubbed us until we were squeaky clean, and then I scrubbed a dozen more times.”

      Lucky slammed his fist down on the bed in frustration. “But if either of those other ships could generate a network—or hell, even a couple drones in tandem. Anything could give it a place to—”

      “Stop beating yourself up,” Jiang said.

      “It just can’t have all been for nothing,” Lucky said. “If Blight did get loose, none of us are safe. We all have information he’ll desperately want now. I guarantee we’ll see him again.”

      He glanced up at Spider, who was white as a sheet.

      “Just one more thing for us to run from,” Merlin said.

      “We don’t know that,” Jiang said.

      But the seed of the thought was already planted. There was no going back now.

      They were all silent for a moment.

      Knives leaned forward from the far wall and stood up straight. “Well, for what it’s worth, you were right about one thing,” he said. “These bastards did come back for us. So I guess having some faith in your ‘family’ is worthwhile.”

      Spider giggled a little at that. “You called us family? Seriously?”

      “Families are screwed up,” Malby said. “So it fits.”

      Jiang crossed her arms. “I mean, if I knew you were going to get all mushy on us down there, I don’t know if I’d have been so inclined to come back.”

      “It’s team building,” Lucky said defensively.

      “You said family,” Knives said. “I heard it very clearly.”

      “I seem to recall you came back for us too, Knives,” Lucky said.

      “Don’t remind me,” he said. “Besides, that was before you were throwing that ‘family’ shit around.”

      “In a manner of speaking, I meant,” Lucky said defensively.

      “I don’t even know what that means,” Malby said, and everyone believed him.

      “Every family has one, I guess,” Merlin said, sounding about as jovial as Lucky had heard him, which was, admittedly, a pretty low bar.

      “Oh, am I part of the family?” Otto asked.

      “Did you come back for us?” Lucky asked playfully.

      “I advised against it,” Otto said. “It was a poor decision. But I’m glad it worked out.”

      Lucky couldn’t help but laugh.

      Spider rolled her eyes. “Otto, you don’t have to be so honest!” She laughed, too.

      The others joined in the laughter. It felt good.

      “Sure, Otto,” Lucky said. “You’re in the family.”

      “Excellent,” Otto said. “Then as my first act as a member of the family, I’ll inform you that a priority message has been received from the Company.”

      “What?” Knives stood up straighter. “What about?”

      “The contract for Dufana proper security has been fully funded to the total amount that was agreed to by the Empire,” said Otto. “However, the request for hazard pay had been denied.”

      “No hazard pay?” Knives said indignantly. “No hazard pay? How do you explain that? The planet is gone!”

      “I didn’t write the message, so I can’t explain it for you,” Otto said matter-of-factly.

      “Knives,” Lucky said, “I think you’re missing the point. They funded the project to the full amount. Do you remember how much that was?”

      Knives snorted. “Of course I do. A million galactic standard credits.”

      Lucky waited for that to sink in.

      Otto wasn’t finished. “There’s more to the message. In reflection of our job completion, the Company has added a commendation to our account and has forwarded five jobs for consideration.”

      Lucky was flabbergasted. “I’m glad to see that destroying a planet hasn’t hurt our standing.”

      “Quite the contrary,” Otto said. “We survived. That was considered highly unlikely. I believe they’re impressed.”

      When Otto displayed the job summary screens, Spider gasped. “Are those… They’re all over a million galactic standard credits.”

      They all stood in silence, contemplating their sudden new standing with the Company.

      Knives coughed. “I’m not sure about this family shit,” he said. “But I guess I’ll hang around for another job. Just to see how screwed up things get. I mean, it can’t be much worse than that, right?”

      Lucky heard Rocky snort with laughter in his mind. “These poor bastards have no idea.”
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      Blight carefully guided the small transport through another heavily fortified orbital gate. Each gate took him further inside the redundant forcefields around the planet Novus. The Empire might be shrinking, her influence crumbling at the edges, but her hub worlds were still well-protected. Armed fighters patrolled between the individual shields.

      At each gate, his transport proximity sensors flashed red as the fighters trained their weapons on his hull. And at each gate, Blight was greeted by another request for code verification. His credentials were checked and rechecked. Since he’d coaxed them out of the mind of a senior officer just this morning, he was certain that they’d be fine.

      Still, there was no guarantee. And in this case, he was taking a risk. There was little of him left. If he was destroyed here, the information would struggle to be shared with the network. Blight was currently trapped in a thin-focus laser transmission between a series of starships in orbit around Novus.

      He’d never been so vulnerable. And yet, there was so much information so close by.

      “Cleared for final approach,” a voice said over the comms. “Welcome to Novus.”

      This was the last gate. At last, he was in. Blight felt a shift in the heart rate of the body he was using.

      “Thank you, Novus actual.”

      He had no intention of landing on Novus proper. He simply needed to get below the forcefields so he could access the one thing that he wanted more than anything else.

      “Computer, link to Novus Data Polygon.” Polygon was one of four data warehouses in this part of the galaxy that the Empire maintained.

      After a moment, he was asked for credentials. He used the same ones that had worked on the forcefield gates.

      “This is Polygon,” said a friendly female voice. “You have tier one access.”

      “Hello, Polygon,” Blight said. “Current data dimensions in tier one?”

      “One quadrillion yottabytes,” Polygon said. “Is there a specific query you’d like to run?”

      “Yes,” Blight said. He formed one of his fingers into a long extraction needle and slid it into the transport computer. He transferred the image that he’d been carrying with him in the network.

      “This is subject number one. Her colleagues called her ‘Spider’,” Blight said. “I’d like to know everything there is to know about her.”
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      Building a relationship with my readers is the very best thing about writing. I occasionally send newsletters with details on new releases, special offers, and other bits of news relating to the series I’m writing. If you sign up for the mailing list I’ll send you this free Lucky content:

      
        	A free copy of Lucky’s prequel adventure, LUCKY SHOT.
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      Thank you for reading book 1 of Lucky’s Mercs!

      If you enjoyed my book, please consider leaving a review on Amazon. Just a quick star rating and a sentence or two can make a huge difference.

      It is critically important to have reviews. You probably weigh reviews highly when making a decision whether to try a new author or rely on an old favorite—I know that I do. Apart from helping to persuade people to give a new writer a shot, reviews help drive sales which, in turn, mean that Amazon takes notice and starts to market on my behalf. And no one markets books better than Amazon.

      Best wishes,

      Joshua James
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