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      We were trapped in a cave. My squad of Martian Storm Marines was doing their damned best to pretend it was the insectoid Xeno soldiers who were locked in here with us instead of us locked in with them.

      It was dark in the cave, but we Martians had been bred with natural night vision. Our ancestors from Terra hadn’t shared this ability, nor had they been bred for war like every Son or Daughter of Mars.  We were capable of withstanding the worst of circumstances. It was something we took pride in.

      The cave narrowed about 20 yards behind us, and we couldn’t retreat any further because there were too many rocks blocking the exit tunnel. The boulders in front of us allowed each Marine a gap wide enough to peek through without giving our position away.

      Nineteen Marines against an entire swarm of the worst predator species the galaxy had ever seen. This was the squad’s final test, and they were expected to achieve a passing mark. Death was a sure means of failure, and I doubted many of my team members would survive the cave, but I was more than happy to be proven wrong. If they could accomplish this exercise, then they’d be ready for special ops missions.

      Lance Corporal Oliver “Swede” Nilsson grabbed a clip and attempted to insert it into his battle rifle’s magazine, but his shaky fingers made him fumble. The mag fell toward the ground, and I quickly snatched it out of the air before it could clatter and alert our enemy.

      Unlike us, the Xeno bugs weren’t gifted with the ability to see in the dark. Nor were they sporting night-vision tech. But they didn’t need gifted eyes or gadgets. Like a spider in its web, they could sense movement through the vibrations in the stone.

      “Any tips, Paladin, Sir?” Sergeant Maxwell “Joker” Hadell asked me over comms.

      On this mission, I wasn’t Major Jacob Berger. I was Paladin. Just another Marine who would obey Joker’s lead. Hell, maybe I’d step in and take control if a few hundred bugs swarmed the cave, but it’d hurt the scores of both Joker and the rest of his team. They had to prove themselves without me taking point, and I’d only assist where absolutely necessary.

      The mission was theirs to complete or fail.

      “Watch your movements, and don’t go dropping anything.” I glanced at Swede, and he pretended like he hadn’t almost alerted our position.

      “Aye, Sir,” Swede said, “but they told us—”

      “Shut it!” I ordered.

      That kid was the worst kind: a know-it-all who graduated at the top of his class, a grunt who thought his instructors were something like gods, all-knowing and all-wise. I was pretty sure there were no gods. What kind of creator-god would make bugs, and then, make giant versions of bugs who carried battle rifles? What kind of gods would create mankind along with good-natured, man-like aliens and then, these? Not any kind of god I wanted to meet.

      I waited a moment to see if Swede was going to give his usual protest, but he didn’t. Any other time, the kid would have had something to add regarding what he’d learned in grunt school, as if I hadn’t been the one to write most of their curriculum.

      “I bet that’s not what he learned in school,” Joker quipped.

      I groaned inwardly. It was tough keeping the troops disciplined when even my sergeants wanted in on the joke. I’d punish them later. They knew it. But they also knew I wouldn’t ruin their careers over it.

      A small stone slipped from beneath Swede’s feet and barely made a noise when it fell. But it was enough to attract the attention of the two nearest Xeno. Their forms shimmered as their cloaking tech disengaged and revealed two oversized bugs with a pair of antennae sprouting from triangular heads. Their hard outer shells were the color of pond scum, and two skinny arms dangled from their pen-shaped thoraxes and reached below their six spike-tipped legs.

      The pair of Xeno dashed to the spot where the stone had fallen and pointed their rifles to where they thought their enemy might be hiding. Joker lifted his hand slowly, signaling the other Marines  to remain where they were. The antennae on the aliens’ heads drifted toward the boulder as everyone held their breath.

      The bugs didn’t seem to notice the 19 humans only a few yards in front of them and turned away. I couldn’t help but notice the way the Marines had reacted to seeing the alien weaponry. They’d heard plenty about Xeno tech, but seeing it up close was something else.

      The Xeno Harbinger-Class soldiers sported rifles with projectiles that scientists called “ootheca” but that Marines just called bug-bullets. The fleshy orbs hit with the force of a bullet and popped in a mini-explosion of monoprotic acid.

      The Xeno didn’t kill by blowing your head off, either. They weren’t humane like that. Instead, they shot to wound. Maybe they’d hit you in the shoulder. Maybe a hip. Either way, your screams and agonized writhing would let the rest of the bugs know where you were. The more pain you felt, the louder you screamed and the more bugs you would attract. But we’d also used their tactic to our advantage. And it came in the form of a little something called a screamer.

      “You fucking idiot, Swede,” Joker whispered.

      “I’m docking points from you, Joker,” I said. He knew better than to respond.

      I was still waiting for him to activate the screamer, and Swede was lucky his fuck-up hadn’t cost us all our position and our lives. It was Joker’s responsibility to time our screamer battle soundtrack correctly, and waiting so long was putting the rest of the Marines on edge.

      When I started to think we’d all have to pack up and return home, Joker finally gestured with two extended fingers and activated the auditory decoy.

      I kept my battle rifle propped on the short ledge in front of me, waiting for the party to begin.

      A second later, the shrieking started. The bugs froze, their triangular heads and long antennae spinning back and forth, searching for the origin of the sound.

      “You still feel confident in your plan, Joker?” I asked as the screamer blared.

      Before the mission began, I told the sergeant that his plan had a flaw, and I’d even sent him and his corporals back to the drawing board to think up something else. They returned a few hours later and told me they were confident. We’d soon see whether their confidence deserved any merit.

      He didn’t answer right away, so I tore my eyes from the confused bugs to check on him. The sergeant was looking back at me, but I couldn’t see his expression beneath the slate-gray armor concealing his face. The way he glanced at the remote for his screamer lure and back at me suggested he was ready to listen.

      “Noise-makers don’t work so well against the bugs when they can’t tell where the sound is coming from,” I explained. “That is, unless you modify the sound enough to let the echoes diminish before the next sound starts.”

      I hoped he’d get the clue.

      The sergeant turned his helmet toward me. I could almost hear the sound of gears and pulleys as he mulled it over. He handed his rifle off to the private crouched next to him, opened the data panel on his left forearm, and thumbed the controls.

      A second later, the audio lure’s horrible cacophony resolved into something resembling the low, pained whisper of a scared man. Nonsense words echoed throughout the cave, but less so than before.

      The pair of Xeno turned their heads toward the source of the sound, and the heads of the aliens behind them also shifted to the screamer.

      The sound of humans riled their bloodlust, or maybe battle lust. They’d stop at nothing to destroy every human they found, and that’s why they had to be exterminated. It was them or us. With the way they dashed toward the lure and started beating on the rocks above it with their rifles, I knew that today, at least, it would be them.

      We’d sent one of the privates out before they arrived to cram the screamer as far into a gap in the rocks as he could manage. They’d find it eventually. But, first, we’d draw every last one of them out of their hidey holes.

      Joker looked to me as if I was going to be the one to order the attack. But this was his mission. The bugs were all grouped together and climbed over each other in their frenzied search for the lure. It was the perfect setup, and all Joker needed was the confidence to call it. I waited, and so did he. Then, when I thought we couldn’t wait any longer, he made his move.

      The absolute best cure for a tightly packed group of enemy troops was explosives. I was sure that back in the medieval history of mankind, people had employed other, less effective treatments to use against their enemies. But once someone discovered how to blow shit up properly, we’d learned to spread out.

      The bugs, it seemed, had not learned that lesson. They looked like hungry ants poring over a sugar cube. A couple of aliens noticed the soft thud of the grenade landing in their midst and jumped free of the explosion. The rest were caught in a fiery shower of white phosphorous.

      Not for the first time, I was glad for my battle armor’s self-contained breathing system. The scent of frying bugs was like the smell of burning polymer if the main ingredients were dirty socks and vomit.

      Most of the troops rolled from cover and climbed on top of the rocks, but I strafed around them with a few other Marines at my back. When I peeked out from behind cover, I expected to see the bugs lying in a pile of dismembered body parts. Unfortunately, only a few had been killed by the grenade. According to my heads-up display, we still had three dozen Xeno to contend with. I guessed they’d been so tightly packed that only those on the outside were burned by the blast.

      A pity, but at least the Marines would get to earn some points in close combat.

      “Die, maggots!” Swede growled across the comm. He rolled out to the left, squatted between a couple of big boulders, and shot through the gap. Bolts lanced into the darkness, followed by the buzz of recharging capacitors.

      The bugs danced in panic for a moment before some took to the walls on their six hind legs. Others crouched behind their dead comrades for cover. None returned fire, but their acidic firepower wouldn’t be long coming.

      “Maggots? You couldn’t think of something more appropriate?” Lance Corporal Anthony “Bird” Nest asked.

      “Can the shit-talk!” the sergeant ordered.

      I witnessed a glorious sight as the team reacted with a single mind. Martian Storm Marines had the best training, and even soldiers with the least potential eventually shined as true warriors. Without communicating, they’d formed themselves into a firing line, and those on the ends turned outward to prevent the bugs from flanking them. The squad was focused on attack and procedure, but the bugs weren’t hindered by such things.

      “Left!” shouted Corporal Kara “Reaver” Kennedy, the second fireteam leader.

      Two Xeno charged the line and fired their rifles in bursts of marble-sized sacs of bug goo. The acidic compounds hit the boulders in a hiss of necrotic smoke. Without Joker having to issue a command, the Marines formed themselves into a defensive line.

      “I got the pull,” I announced. My broadcast was confirmed by several double-clicks, the most any of us could manage in the heat of battle.

      The Marines used their left fists as platforms for their rifles in a one-handed shooting position as they simultaneously activated their energy shields. Every Marine had a shield in their personal arsenal. They were similar to force fields, but instead of vaporizing things it touched, it simply slowed them down. The death-dealing kind of force fields took a lot more power to energize and were dangerous to use in tight quarters. The more conservative MSM—Martian Storm Marine—shields were effective enough for our purposes here. The kinetic energy these smaller versions used didn’t matter when it hit a shielded Marine, not unless it was an entire shuttle or something with almost enough force.

      Lucky for us, the Xeno weren’t packing anything quite so big today, but neither were they deterred by our energy shields. They continued firing, heedless of their own safety. This particular breed of bug belonged to a hive, and the foot soldiers weren’t important to the community beyond protecting their Queen. I wasn’t sure whether the bitch would show up during this battle, and I kind of hoped she wouldn’t because this squad would have a helluva time dealing with her.

      The bugs soon realized that their efforts were almost useless against our energy shields, and they charged us. Our rifles blared as they pressed forward, but their chitinous armor deflected most of our bolts.

      I switched from my battle rifle to my sword, a vibro-blade designed to gently nudge molecules out of the way and far more effective against tough Xeno exoskeletons.

      “Leave some for me!” Reaver announced as she leaped into the fray.

      I couldn’t help but grin at the woman’s bloodthirstiness as I delivered a searing chop to the nearest Harbinger.  Armor sizzled before my blade as my weapon cut through to the alien’s fleshy core.

      “Nice one,” Reaver complimented me as she hooked the same alien with the bayonet at the end of her rifle. The curved blade wedged into an elbow joint in the alien’s carapace. She tugged hard, but the fucker tugged back. The Harbinger dropped its rifle and pounded Reaver’s shield with its barbed fist, desperate to break the force field and shred her insides.

      I sprung forward, dropped to one knee, and plowed my sword into the soft undershell of the alien’s exoskeleton. Ichor showered my visor as the Xeno flailed. I rolled out from underneath the predator as Reaver extracted herself from its clutches.

      The Harbinger turned its triangular head and massive compound eyes to its new injury while Reaver harassed it with her bayonet. A quick check of my heads-up display revealed that the line was holding and all my troops were engaged, so I decided to show Reaver a few tricks. The alien was attempting to retrieve its rifle, but Reaver was blocking its way.

      The enemy’s rifle was still engaged, so within a minute or two, its ammo would pop and ooze out. Latent acid sacs would render the cave an effective minefield, and the Marines would be forced to pay more attention to their steps than the Xenos.

      I tucked my foot beneath the rifle and kicked it into my hands. I didn’t know how to use the thing—all Xeno weapons had some kind of biosignature system—but I did know how to destroy all its latent acid sacs.

      “Reaver, get back,” I ordered as I removed the magazine filled with bug goo.

      She obeyed and watched me with a curious eye. I tossed the magazine and hit it with the flat side of my sword. The sacs hit the bug, exploded in a spray of green goo, and showered the bug in its own acid. The Xeno were completely immune to the substance that would have killed a human, but the syrupy liquid had still coated its limbs and trapped them in a web of goo.

      I charged the alien with Reaver at my side, and my silver sword hummed as a quick twist of my wrist sent the blade arcing through a three-fingered claw. The predator snarled and tried to counterattack, but its own sticky goo impeded its every movement. A flashing icon over my HUD indicated the Marines’ defensive line was beginning to bulge in the middle as the bugs pressed against it.

      Playtime was over.

      The Xeno tore itself free from the green webbing and swung at me with its mangled claw, but I managed to get my shield up in time to block the strike. The energy shield trapped the appendage for a moment, but would go down soon if the thing kept pushing. But I had no intentions of allowing it to live that long.

      I delivered a quick stab to each of its exposed front legs and curled them underneath the Xeno’s thorax. Then I opened a hole just below its neck with another swift cut that bathed my blade in blood.

      The Harbinger backed away and turned toward the Marines on the line, but with its truncated arm trapped in my shield, it couldn’t run far. The alien pulled hard and dodged away from my blade while trying to stab me with its middle set of legs. The game of whack-a-mole continued until a deep sucking sound and a grisly pop announced it had sacrificed its limb for freedom.

      I dropped my shield and smothered the 10-foot tall creature with my own armored body. I stabbed my three-foot-long blade into its abdomen all the way to the hilt. It would guarantee a kill, but Harbingers never went down easy. They had four hearts, and only three of them were in its abdomen. Still, it would likely be partially paralyzed and far less effective in battle. I twisted the blade just to make sure.

      “Send it!” I ordered as I dragged the twitching alien back from the line.

      It was then that I realized that I’d forgotten to say from where. Two bugs stumbled into my kill-box. No matter, though. One was fun, so two would be twice as fun.

      I got my shield up just before five sacs hit it, sending energy sparking across the whole thing. I charged to meet the first one. The second took a couple of quick steps to its left as it tried to flank me. It was a good move.

      I rolled away from the one I’d charged and came up within bad-breath distance of the second Harbinger. A quick slice from my blade dropped the enemy’s rifle and entire arm to the ground. I reversed the swing and removed its two front legs. I hadn’t taken my eye off the second alien, but it was no longer interested in me. Reaver was its new prey. Although she was capable of handling herself, she was oblivious to the Harbinger charging her back.

      I sprinted after her, but I couldn’t close the distance in time, and a bug-bullet crashed into her rear armor plating and exploded into a splash of acid. Her battle armor deployed foam to help neutralize the acid, but it wouldn’t be completely effective. I met the Harbinger with my vibro-blade and targeted every vulnerable seam within its carapace armor. In a matter of seconds, the alien’s armor broke apart, and its body collapsed in segmented chunks.

      “Fuck!” Reaver looked over her HUD before looking at me. “Thanks for the assist, Paladin.”

      “Assist?” I asked with a smile, and she opened her mouth to reply, but Joker beat her to it.

      “Hold the line!” he ordered.

      Another bug set its eyes on me, and I rolled aside as its rifle released an acid sac. The projectile smashed into the rock behind me in an explosion of deadly fluid. My HUD didn’t indicate any compromised components on my armor, but the sac had come too damn close. If my armor had been hit, then the stuff hadn’t done a lot of damage yet. I had to think fast because even a speck of alien death-juice could wreak havoc on my equipment.

      The Harbinger who’d fired at me closed in for a quick kill, followed closely by another alien. My vibro-blade pulsed in my hand as I blocked a rifle-swing from the first. The second turned to bring its claw down on my belly, so I dropped my sword, lowered my shield, caught the bug’s fist with both hands, and pulled hard. The thing skittered forward as it tried to regain its balance. I enjoyed the look of surprise from the first bug gave as a shot intended for me hit its comrade in the face.

      Laughing at my enemy’s stupidity, I used both arms and legs to continue the second bug’s headlong stumble, knocking both into the side of the cave 10 feet away. I’d been right; two bugs was more fun than just one. I was grinning so hard, my cheeks were starting to hurt.

      The line of Marines had not only recovered but was advancing. Reaver had taken my place, and the trail of Xeno body parts were trophies to her killing efficiency.

      We’d never talked about combat away from training. She seemed to treat fighting as a chore, as though it might have been exciting before but wasn’t anymore. She was just too good at it. It was too easy.

      I tore my eyes from her lethal grace to address my own bug problem. My two opponents were a tangled mess of legs and green blood. I rolled to my right, retrieved my sword, and sprung to my feet. I couldn’t see the first enemy’s rifle among the confusing mess of appendages, but I raised my shield anyway and charged.

      The first bug saw me and produced a rifle, but the second one kicked it with a stray leg before it could take the shot. The first one apparently decided it was done with cuddling. It dropped the rifle, grabbed its comrade with all its legs, and tore its fellow Xeno in half. The thing’s abdomen went one way while the head, thorax, and an arm went the other.

      I had to admit—I was damn impressed, and for a fleeting moment, I thought about mounting the thing’s head somewhere. I could tell anyone who asked about the awesome Harbinger I’d killed and what I’d seen it do. Then I remembered the battle’s arrangements would make that impossible and consoled myself with the knowledge that I would get to kill it, at least.

      The bug did something even more awesome next: it feinted. It actually tried to fake me out. The thing raised its clawed right fist and stepped to its right as if it was trying to get around the edge of my shield to punch me. I ducked beneath the massive clawed fist, and it kicked at me with a pointy front leg. My shield took the force of the strike.

      My answer was three quick slashes across the front of its thorax. When the Harbinger swung at me with its other fist, I raised my shield and took one more swipe at it before dancing away.

      The creature seemed confused that I’d disengaged from combat, and it stared with its arms raised in a ready stance. I lowered my shield and waited.

      Any questions that might have been buzzing around its insectoid brain were answered a second later. A rectangle-shaped section of exoskeleton dropped from the neat hole I’d cut in its chest. It was followed quickly by one of its tube-shaped hearts, some other organs I couldn’t identify, and a whole lot of bright green viscera.

      Just when I was about to pat myself on the back and rejoin my Marines on the line, my HUD crackled before it vanished entirely. An energy spike was causing my HUD to glitch-out.

      “Anyone else got issues with their HUD?” Swede asked over comms.

      “Appears we’re all out,” Bird returned.

      Shit. We were effectively blind. But why now? There was only one answer, and it would test the mettle of every Marine in the cave.

      My display returned, and with it, a confirmation I’d been right.

      “We got a cow!” Joker announced. “Hold the line! Sir, we need you up here!”

      Well done. Combat was no time for formality. If he needed me, he could tell me. To hell with rank when lives were on the line. I reminded myself to tell him so later, even if he ended up dead.

      I charged to the right flank of the line against the cave wall. The path between the boulders narrowed and provided us the opportunity to interlock shields.

      We were about to face a Xeno Queen, and these Marines would need all the help they could get.
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      “My Gods,” Joker whispered over the communications channel.

      I tried not to roll my eyes as he invoked the divine. After all, I was just as awed by the sight of the Xeno Queen as he was, even if this wasn’t my first rodeo. I didn’t care if Joker invoked his gods or called upon them to help him fight the galaxy’s worst. A man with faith is difficult to defeat, I thought.

      As for me, I didn’t have that kind of faith. I relied on science, brutality, and swiftness of action. Those three pillars had served me well all my life, and I wasn’t about to start praying just because the galaxy’s ugliest Xeno Queen had shown up.

      There were only two Harbingers left, but they held back. The little rows of razor-teeth inside their wide mouths clattered together, and I guessed they were laying out battleplans now that their Queen was present.

      “Hold the line,” Joker reiterated. “Count off!”

      I started the count by saying “One!” and the rest of the line finished the count. Nineteen Marines, including myself, responded. We were all alive and ready to party.

      The Queen was a giant of an alien with enough ferocity and firepower to eliminate every Marine present. She benefited from Xeno tech that seemed to enable their spaceships to move around the galaxy at will. We weren’t certain of the range of their ship-mounted portable generators, but personal ones like the tech belonging to the Queen could transport them up to a mile away in any direction.

      She could have ‘ported in from anywhere on the planet, or she could have been inside the cave the whole time. I’d never faced a Queen that used cloaking technology, but accounts of the most recent forays with humanity’s dreaded enemies suggested it was possible. It was probably where the coders had gotten the idea for this one.

      Except it didn’t really matter how she got here. Putting her down was all that mattered.

      The Queen was at least twice the size of the aliens we’d already killed, but she was something different. Sizably different. And she was ugly, dangerous, and greener different.

      Queens resembled big leaves from paw paw trees. They had four beefy arms and four spike-tipped legs, each ending in claws, just like their arms. An armored carapace hid wings behind its back. A Queen was kind of like what the offspring of a centipede and a Harbinger would be if they could have a baby—a really ugly, nasty, bloodthirsty baby that even the mama’s best friend wouldn't tell her was cute.

      I knew that the acid produced by the Queen was identical to the substance inside the projectile sacs. Queens laid two different kind of eggs; the first would turn into baby Xeno while the second contained the corrosive material used for killing. Queens could load their gullet with their own sacs, then squeeze them and spray the poison over their opponents. They would only release a single blast, but it was often enough to take down their prey or anything foolish enough to attack them.

      I knew enough to take one down. But today wasn’t about me. It was about the Marines around me and how they decided to deal with it.  

      Queens were a special kind of prize and were  lauded as some of the most difficult opponents the alien scourge had to offer. It was time my MSM  squad earned themselves a trophy.

      “Even numbers, guard the top!” Joker continued. “Watch for the spit! Odd numbers, cover!”

      With everyone still alive, the alien bitch didn’t stand a chance. The problem was that the Queen didn’t seem to give a shit about that piece of information. She leaned her triangle-shaped head back and sprayed the line with acid.

      I stepped to the right, pressed against the Marine who’d counted “two,” and took a knee. The even-numbered Marine’s job was to protect us from the acid, but mine was to protect us from everything else.

      I held my shield out in front of me while my shieldmate grunted under the pressure of taking almost all of the Queen’s attack. The acidic onslaught kept coming as the Queen released every last ounce of ooze from her maw.

      A skitter of movement alerted me to trouble, and I spotted the two surviving Harbingers as they charged. A scream rang out behind me, and I guessed one of the odd-number Marines had been so focused on shooting the charging bugs that he forgot to make sure he was under the even-numbered Marine’s shield.

      My rifle sizzled, and the alien invader went down in a tumble of limbs nine feet away. I put four more blasts into its one visible compound eye. If the alien was only faking, it would still be at a huge disadvantage once it rejoined the battle. I adjusted fire and opened up on the Queen.

      The big bug crouched, unfurled its leathery wings, and folded them in front like a shield. They weren’t impenetrable, but as far as we knew, they were useless for flying. The Queens’ wings, some million or billion years ago, had become too big and heavy. Now, they served as defensive tools.

      With the Queen’s first acid spray discharged, I stepped out from the protection of my shieldmate and reached for my belt.

      “Grenade!” I called as I lobbed one at the Queen. I aimed to land it within her folded cocoon, but at the last moment, she batted it away with her wing.

      Marines scrambled for cover as the grenade exploded in the air. The blast didn’t harm my squad, and another Marine decided he would try to best my attempt. He announced his grenade throw before he tossed it toward the hulking Queen. The enemy was more accurate with her strike this time, and she whacked the grenade into a group of Marines. The grenade detonated, and four Marines went down with injuries.

      Our battle armor was designed to defend us against our most common enemy and their most dangerous weapons. It was not designed to protect us from our own gear. Those with injuries were pulled behind the line as the squad quickly dispatched the last Harbinger.

      Fifteen Marines versus one Queen. The odds were pretty even.

      The Queen’s entire body was covered in blood from peppered bullets, but she wouldn’t go down. I continued firing while I tried to concentrate my shots on a single point of her wing. I wanted to burn through and start doing some real damage, but the bitch kept twitching. I thought she was moving erratically because someone had finally gotten through her outer husk and injured her.

      Then it occurred to me that she was doing it on purpose. She somehow knew that if she twitched and spread the shots out, she’d have a better chance for—

      “Acid!” Reaver yelled the conclusion I’d come to half a second earlier.

      I barely had time to roll under the cover of my shieldmate. He didn’t react fast enough and took a big splash of acid to his faceplate before his shield was up. I grabbed my med-kit and rushed over to help him, but the stuff burned through quick. He was out of the fight in seconds.

      I glanced at my HUD and saw that it was back online. A quick check told me all I needed to know. There were fourteen of us against an uninjured Queen, and the blood covering her body did little more than give her carapace armor a neon green sheen. She disappeared in a glimmer, and all signs of her vanished from my HUD.

      I’d thought this Queen was just like all the others with their significant lead times before they could spray another cluster of sacs. It seemed she was different. The odds had just shifted big time.

      The outlines of the boulders around the cave began to shimmer, and a cloak lifted from objects scattered around their bases. Eggs the size of my palm appeared throughout the area, and I realized exactly what the Queen had been doing while we’d been fighting the regular alien soldiers.

      Joker glanced at the spot where the Queen had disappeared.

      “It it gone?” he whispered.

      He hadn’t arrived at my conclusion that the Queen had been here all along and that she hadn’t left now.

      I knew she was still present in the cave, reloading her mouth-spray to fire at us again. Hell, this bitch might have a reload capacity a hundred times as fast as the other Queens.

      We couldn’t take another hit like the one before. It was now or never.

      I spotted motion beside a mound of egg-sacs 15 feet to my right, brought my rifle to bear, and fired. I was proven right when the Queen materialized. My shot hadn’t done much damage, but it had forced her to drop the cloak and reveal herself.

      “Charge!” I ordered as the other Marines realized the Queen was still among us.

      Fourteen bodies sprinted forward. Fourteen brave souls ready to kill or be killed.

      The Queen swept her wings out and caught two of the Marines with a sweeping blow. The impact wasn’t hard, but it ruined their charge.

      I slowed my speed a little to be ready when she struck again. Her leather wing passed, and I leaned into it. I barely slipped inside her guard as her wings clamped over her like an organic shield.

      I was stuck inside a protective cocoon, with my team was on the outside. Most Marines would have had difficulty fighting off a claustrophobic doom, but excitement rippled through my limbs as I prepared to strike.

      I could hear static in my helmet, and I figured the Queen’s wings were somehow scrambling the signal to my team outside. They probably thought me dead, and I couldn’t wait to surprise them when I tore free of this bitch’s grasp.

      My rifle wasn’t the best choice this close, so I threw it at the monster’s head. She battled it away mid-air with an arm but was distracted long enough for me to get a decent stab at one of her legs. She pulled away, but not before I’d cracked her shell.

      Then a beautiful sound filled my ears.

      She shrieked.

      I pressed forward and swung my blade as I extended my shield, missed, and found my sword arm caught in the tremendous grip of a clawed appendage. She yanked me from the ground, grabbed my leg with another arm, and started pulling. My armor was holding, but damage indicators and alarms started flashing in my HUD. I tried to catch her next arm with my shield, but she dodged out of the way and continued to lift me higher.

      Oh great, I thought. She’s gonna toss me. This is gonna hurt.

      But she didn’t. Instead, she brought her massive head down and started chewing on my leg. Green HUD indicators turned red as my armor integrity readings dropped. With the way her razor-teeth were going at my leg, she’d penetrate the exterior plates any second. Then it would be a simple chomp before she’d cut through my webbing and puncture my skin.

      I couldn’t swing my sword because my arm was caught in her grip. And my limited reach prevented me from shoving my shield between her spiky mandibles and my flesh.

      I might have frozen, but this wasn’t the day for me to die. The Marines needed to know the Queen could be beaten. After all, this mission was as much about boosting morale as it was finishing these monsters.

      I couldn’t bet on the Queen thinking I didn’t taste so good and spitting me out. Good thing improvisation was one of my better skills.

      I disengaged my shield, dropped my sword, and caught it with my left hand. The Queen didn’t notice, and a half-second later, two of her arms were gone and I was swinging by one ankle. She stopped chewing and tilted her head in confusion. From her lack of screeching, I guessed her limbs didn’t have nerve endings, but I wasn’t about to wait around while she noticed her missing limbs.

      I lifted myself with my hips, removed her third arm at the wrist, and fell hard to the stone floor. She raised her last arm and curled her claw into a fist as if she was going to use it as a hammer, but she changed her mind when an energy bolt splashed against her face. Someone had gotten through her wing and was taking slow, aimed shots at her head.

      More rifle fire pounded against her exoskeleton, and all she could do was try to shield herself from it. Her centipede-like feet scuttled backward as the Marine onslaught continued with relentless fury.

      “Cease firing in two seconds,” I ordered over comms.

      “Yes, Sir!” the response came, and I was glad to hear a mass of voices in response.

      I charged as the Marines continued blasting the Queen with energy bolts, and the projectiles ceased just as I got within six feet of the target. I leaned back, fell to my knees, and skidded across the rock. I held my sword vertically as momentum carried me beneath her, and I split the Queen from bow to aft. She dropped like a warm sack of wet paper and covered me in bug ichor.

      I laughed because there was nothing else I could do. I laughed harder when I thought about the jokes I’d hear later about being the first human to be inside a Xeno Queen like this. They were going to give me hell.

      A few seconds later, the simulation ended, and I rose to my feet. The alien goo and viscera had vanished, and the Marines who’d died were standing among the victors.

      All eyes were on me, and their laughter filtered through my helmet. I couldn’t help but grin at them after a battle well-fought.

      Reaver stepped forward and patted me on the shoulder. “That was a mighty fine job, Sir. Makes me kind of jealous, too.”

      “Jealous?” I asked.

      “Yes, Sir. You were deep inside a nasty bug Queen before you were inside of me. I’m not sure how I could compete with that.”

      I had to wonder if she heard my jaw hit the inside of my helmet. She walked away with  her hips swinging as she returned to her fellow troops. They either hugged her or delivered playful shoulder-punches. She’d be a hero for a long time.

      “Job’s done, Marines,” I said.

      The door to the 300-foot-square room slid open to let the Marines out. The two hundred camera-like hologram and force field generators reconfigured themselves by receding back into the gray walls.

      The armor plating on the walls was scarred from the hundreds, probably thousands, of impacts Marines had made against it over the years. Though most of our weapons were simulated by the projectors, our swords were not. The Marines felt that the sword, above all else, must become an extension of the person’s own body and mind. It was an up-close, personal weapon, and the only way to learn to respect it was to use it. Rifles were great for softening the enemy, but more often than not, it took a blade to finish the job.

      As I turned and started walking toward the exit, Joker spoke to me over a private communications channel.

      “That was really nice work, Sir. Really outstanding stuff.”

      I’d been half-expecting a joke at my expense after the unfortunate way the Queen’s corpse had ended up, but it was clear he didn’t want to provoke me. He probably felt like a failure for asking me to assist when the Queen showed up.

      I waited for him to come alongside me before I continued walking. “Thanks, Sergeant. But I wasn’t the only one out there.” I looked at him from the corner of my eye and saw his lips upturn a little. “Your squad responded to the exercise like they were born to it. You’ve done well in developing their teamwork and instinct. It’s pretty amazing what can happen with the right tools and training, isn’t it?”

      I didn’t want to mention his failed plan; it was already clear that he’d learned his lesson. There was a time and place for correction, and the simulated battlefield had done more than I could ever do by grilling him now.

      “Absolutely, Sir. Oorah!”

      “Oorah, Marine,” I said. He stopped and waited for the rest of his squadmates, who all seemed to be in good spirits. It was a good fight against overwhelming odds. We’d lost six Marines in the sim, but it was all part of the job. One thing the squad was good at was learning from their mistakes and growing as a team.

      When I’d received the squad three months ago, they couldn’t even have breakfast together without fighting over where to sit. Now, they were a cohesive, dangerous fighting team, and the Federation and her people were better for it.

      Hell, the simulation exercise almost made me crave the battlefield again. Would I ever get another chance to spill a real Xeno’s guts with a vibro-blade? Or pop a skull with a combat rifle’s energy bolts?

      I almost wondered whether I should offer a prayer to Joker’s gods, but I shook my head of the silly thought and walked through the hatchway.
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      A man of 60 in a perfectly pressed green uniform with silver icons on his epaulets stepped out of the stairwell to the observation room beside me. I immediately removed my helmet and snapped to attention.

      “Good afternoon, Sir,” I said.

      “Good afternoon,” Colonel Goswin replied.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I could see a slight smile on his face. He wasn’t a man who hid his thoughts well. If I were in trouble for failing to accurately judge the squad’s training performance, he’d be frowning. This was something else.

      “Walk with me,” he ordered.

      “Aye, Sir,” I replied, and adjusted my position to be on his left, in the subordinate position.

      “Your class did very well, Major,” he said. His tone was light and pleasant but held a hint of caution that made me wonder what he had in mind for me.

      “Yes, Sir, they did very well today. The simulation was designed to place them in a near-impossible situation. I didn’t have all the details because I wanted to be surprised as well. The simulation programmers did a great job of adding the unexpected.”

      “Indeed,” the colonel said as we turned right down another hallway.

      I became a little worried because the only thing down that particular hallway was a few storage rooms, the communications hub, and his office. If we were going to his office, he had something important to discuss. Something he didn’t want anyone else to hear.

      When we approached his office, the door slid open, and we walked inside. The familiar tidy space filled with small trophies and subtle pieces of religious iconography met my eyes as I stood to the right of the door. A large desk took up most of the space, and comfortable, non-regulation chairs sat on either side of his workspace. I’d spent plenty of hours in here before as I’d received orders and the occasional congratulation for success in the field.   

      “Please, have a seat,” he said.

      I took the chair on the opposite side of his desk and set my helmet on my lap.

      “I was very impressed with what your class has done,” the colonel continued. “You’ve trained them well, especially Sergeant Hadell. Did you notice the way he called everyone into battle?”

      “I did, Sir.”

      “It took a lot of humility to request your help.”

      “It did, Sir. He’s becoming an outstanding leader.”

      “That he is.” Colonel Goswin nodded thoughtfully, never breaking eye contact with me. “Tell me,” he said, “have you given any more thought to attending church with me this coming Sabbath?”

      Oh, great… this again. I had to think fast. I could lie, which might just prolong the issue but wouldn’t crush the man’s hopes and dreams. Or I could tell the truth and risk insulting him and ruining whatever kind of friendship we might have now or ever. I liked the colonel, so I preferred lying to protect his feelings, but I also respected him and knew I’d feel bad if I lied. So, I decided on something in the middle.

      “I have, Sir,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “I’m just not a religious person.”

      His eyebrows went up a little, but at least he wasn’t frowning. “You don’t believe in the Void Gods?”

      Before I could stop myself, I shrugged. “I’m not sure, Sir. There’s a lot that science still hasn’t explained. I’m not inclined toward belief in a higher power than Mars.”

      That answer seemed to satisfy him. He stared at the ceiling for several seconds, nodded, and leaned back in his chair.

      I wondered what he was going to tell me next. I disliked these religious indoctrination sessions. Sometimes, they’d last for an hour—him telling me everything he thinks he knows about his gods. How they lived in the “place” we call “hyperspace.” How they, through their infinite wisdom and power, seeded the galaxy with humans, their perfect creation. How they littered other worlds with aliens because they enjoyed diversity. What he never mentioned was the fact that we kill some species of aliens, like the Xeno, without mercy and how they do the same to us. Apparently, the Void Gods like war, too.

      As the silence and ceiling-staring lingered, I  filled the time with admiring the awards, holopics, and militaria decorating the gray walls of the plain office. The only thing even close to being out of regulation was the desk and chairs, which appeared to be made of real wood, not the synthetic stuff.

      “Tell me,” Colonel Goswin said, pulling me back to the moment, “do you believe Sergeant Hadell is ready to lead his own team?”

      “Yes, Sir,” I replied, “I do. He’s still a little green, but I believe he now has the confidence to grow his squad into an even more impressive fighting force. The simulation proved that he won’t fall prey to ego.”

      The colonel lowered his gaze to me. “You remind me of my younger self. I was an ambitious Major many years ago. I helped found this academy.”

      He didn’t ask a question, so I didn’t respond. Instead, I sat there in uncomfortable silence as I waited to hear what he had to say next.

      “Good,” he said. “Because you are being reassigned to a new command. Your command.”

      “Aye, Sir,” I said, doing my best to keep the shock and excitement from my voice. I’d been training other Marine squads for so long, I wasn’t even certain how the war was going. All I could learn was gleaned from the media and short security briefings. I wanted back in the action, and today’s sim had only made that more apparent to me.

      “Where am I going, Sir?” I asked.

      The colonel let out the faintest sigh and tugged at his jacket to flatten the wrinkles. It was the first thing I’d seen him do that told me he was uncomfortable in the conversation. “You aren’t going anywhere, yet. Your command is coming here.” He waited, probably expecting a question, but when I didn’t speak, he continued.

      “You will be in command of a starship. We haven’t named it yet. I’m not sure we ever will.”

      “Why not?” I blurted.

      “Because it’s not one of ours. It’s a Xeno cruiser.”

      My eyes widened at the news. I wasn’t aware we’d ever captured a Xeno vessel. The freakish ships were part machine, part organic, and completely terrifying. They had tech we didn’t understand, including portal generators. We were stuck with regular faster-than-light drives, which weren’t nearly as fast. The Xeno generators could open a portal in one area of space and let their ships appear hundreds of light years away in only a few seconds. If I was a scientist instead of a soldier, I might have wanted to know how, but all I cared about was how dangerous it made the enemy.

      I had a dozen questions I wanted to ask the colonel about my new assignment. Instead, I made a statement. “I am ready to serve Mars, Sir.”

      Rather than respond, Colonel Goswin continued staring at me as though there were a hundred things he wanted to tell me but couldn’t.

      The silence brought more questions to my mind. The Xeno ships were mysteries, and we weren’t even sure how they propelled themselves. We hadn't been able to recover any usable data from our regular starships to point us in the right direction. Any time the Xeno found a probe hiding in the void, they destroyed it.

      There was also the problem of boarding a Xeno ship. Some of the space-support sections in the MSM theorized that doing so might set off some kind of autoimmune response that would eject or destroy us. Others said technology like that would be too expensive in energy and space, even for a Xeno starship. The truth was we didn’t know. We didn’t even know if the ships had breathable air, or if there was a toxin that would kill us, intentionally or not. We just didn’t know much at all.

      Yet somehow, they’d brought the ship to this battle station, 60 light years away from any other base, far within Federation-controlled space. And somehow, the scientists and engineers had made enough discoveries for this mission to proceed.

      It was time for me to have faith in something outside of myself. Maybe not in a god, but in the Federation’s abilities.

      “Thank you, Sir,” I broke the silence. “This is a great honor. What is my mission?”

      He chuckled. “Aren’t you going to ask me how you’re going to fly it? Or about whether or not it’s crewed?”

      “No, Sir,” I said. “I’m sure you’ve already thought of that. I’d appreciate the briefing package as soon as you’re able to deliver it.”

      “It’s already been sent to your inbox. But I’ll give you the highlights now. The Xeno vessel will contain one Burner loaded in a launching tube we’ve mounted within the vessel. Your mission will be to take the ship and the burner to the Obae-21 system.

      “The Xeno have colonized one of the planets there and no doubt will use it as a jumping-off point for attacks deep within Federation space. The attack could possibly turn the tide of the war, and it will deny our enemy the ability to use that planet for at least the next hundred years.”

      The Burner was no joke. It was our last resort for attacking a planet and worked on a scale that put the war-ending weapons of centuries ago to shame. I’d seen the results for myself. It could irradiate an entire planet, setting fire to its atmosphere, if it had one. The doomed planet would burn like a star for a week. If there was no atmosphere, the radiation would keep any known form of life from existing more than a few seconds on its surface.

      I had to take a deep breath to calm myself. It helped, a little. “I’m ready to kick some Xeno ass, Sir.”

      “Glad to hear it,” Colonel Goswin said with a laugh. “There is a catch, though.”

      Ah, there’s the shoe I was waiting for. “What’s the catch, Sir?”

      “We’ve modified the ship. We know the atmosphere isn’t toxic. We’ve added some of our own weapons systems to the hull. We have sensors, human-style furniture, and have removed everything we didn’t think we would need. The catch is that we had to leave the portal generator onboard.”

      “I figured as much, Sir,” I said. If this were something they wanted to use FTL travel for, the Federation would have just used one of our own ships. No, they needed the ability to get in and out in a hurry. That’s why they needed a Xeno ship. Leaving the portal generator on the ship was completely intentional.

      “The problem is,” he continued, “our scientists aren’t sure they fully understand the portal generator tech onboard the ship. They think they’ve got it. They’ve even opened a couple of portals to try it out. But if you do this, you and your crew will be the first humans to actually go through a portal.”

      “Sounds like a party,” I said. “Sir.”

      I couldn’t wait to get back to the action. And while I wouldn’t be fighting up-close-and-personal with the Xeno, this would be the biggest payload I’d ever get to deliver.

      The colonel smiled. “Like I said, our squints think they’ve got it all figured out, but until someone tries it, we’re not sure. They believe the ship can enter the portal, but where it’ll come out is what makes them nervous. You could end up right on target the first time, but in another galaxy entirely the second time you use it. We just don’t know.”

      So, it was a suicide mission, most likely. Maybe I’d get there, maybe I wouldn’t. Maybe I’d make it back. Maybe I’d never see home again. It was a sobering line of thought. But I was ready to leave my role of instructor behind and finally see some real action for the first time in years.

      “What happens if the mission isn’t successful or isn’t even attempted?” I asked. It wasn’t that I didn’t plan on taking the mission, I just wanted to know my options.

      “If you don’t try or don’t succeed, the tide of this war will turn,” he said. “Our warplanners believe the Xeno could overrun us in just a hundred years. No more humans. All gone.”

      “Then I’ll do it,” I said.

      I’d never killed a million of the bugs all at once. I was ready for my shot.

      “Good,” he said, relief evident on his face and in his posture. “Because you leave in 10 hours. It’s time you examined your mission briefing in detail.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Four years. They’d had that damned Xeno ship for four years while they studied it, took it apart, retrofitted it, and I couldn’t even remember what else. Where did they keep it? How the hell do you keep an enemy ship secret for four years?

      I walked in a daze back to my berth and was glad I didn’t see anyone on the way. I’m not sure I could’ve carried on a conversation with anyone about anything at all. Somehow, the Federation had managed to tow an enemy ship into a dock somewhere and keep it secret while people mapped it, studied it, and experimented on it.

      While I waited for the hatch to recognize me, more thoughts came to mind. How did they get all those people to keep a secret as big as that? I could only come up with two ideas: either the people who did the studies and retrofitting were now the crew, or they were dead.

      A third option came to mind, and I realized it should have been the first: money. There were enough large corporations who could turn that kind of research into a profit. They could send their most trusted engineers and scientists, and even fund the work themselves, so long as they secured the rights to the discoveries. I felt better after that idea came to me. It was reasonable, less terrible than the alternatives, and made complete sense. Also, it gave me something to look forward to in the next few years. I wondered what kind of gadgetry would be “invented” in the near future. I hoped it would be more powerful weapons. Something that could punch through tough Xeno exoskeleton in a single shot. That’d make short work of the bugs.

      Then I remembered I might not be around to see it. This was that kind of mission. The kind I might not return from—ever.

      I needed a shower. Someplace quiet to gather my thoughts. I needed to process all the information I’d found in the briefing package.

      I tapped a panel on the wall as I walked into the shower, and water began to fall from hidden openings in the ceiling. It adjusted to my preferred temperature automatically. A couple of taps on an illuminated panel made it a few degrees warmer. I had a little less than ten hours until I was on my way to Xeno-controlled space to drop a world-ruining weapon on a planet. It would never support life again. It would be a toxic, radioactive mess for centuries. I needed to relax and prepare myself.

      The water was just what I needed. I put my head under it and focused my mind on it to block everything else out. I needed to calm myself so that I could get some sleep before I left. The scientists weren’t sure how long the ship would be in transit. It could be seconds, minutes, or hours. Either way, I wouldn’t be able to sleep once the journey started. I needed to be ready, awake, and alert.

      Before I knew it, the shower temperature dropped 10 degrees. Even in our modern society, there were still people who worried about “saving the environment.” It didn’t make any sense to me. The battle station produced its own water using the excess power from the power plants and the hydrogen and oxygen collected from a nearby gas giant. In fact, there was so much water already being recycled by the 50,000-plus people living on the station, water only had to be produced an hour per week.

      The station filled the tanks of any ship passing through for free. But it didn’t make a difference. Regulations said showers were limited to 10 minutes. Then incentives for saving water had to be applied.

      At least this was a battle station and not a prison. I’d never been to prison, but the rumor was that instead of dropping the water’s temperature, electricity was applied to the pipe after the 10 minutes had passed. It would pulse randomly, increasing the voltage slightly with every shock. Nobody had died from it, as far as I knew, but it wouldn’t be fun.

      The temperature of my shower dropped another 10 degrees. I could stay in until the system started refrigerating it, but there was no reason to. I almost felt relaxed enough to get some sleep. I’d take a shuttle from the station. The ship would rendezvous with us on the far side of the gas giant where the battle station gunners couldn't shoot at us even if they could detect us. Then we’d be gone.

      I turned the shower off, tapped an inlaid icon on the otherwise featureless wall, and a small panel slid open and dispensed a single towel. Every shower had an automatic dryer built in, but some things were better accomplished with good, old elbow grease. Like my sword, a towel was a tool, and I used it to get the job done.

      I closed my eyes for a moment and tried to relax. The environmental system was on and, truth be told, I was enjoying the breeze. My bed and other furniture were tucked away into the walls in a concentrated effort to save space. A tone announced someone was at my door and spoiled the moment

      I thought about ignoring it. I was off duty. I could always pretend I wasn’t here, but then the tone sounded again.

      “Who is it?” I growled.

      “It’s me, Sir,” a female voice replied.

      “Me who?”

      “Reaver.”

      Oh, hell. If it had been anyone else, I would have sent them away. And there I was, naked, clean, and tense while Reaver was just outside. I knew what she wanted, what we’d been dancing around for months, and felt a smirk curl one corner of my mouth. I had to fight hard, think about what the inside of a Xeno Queen looked like, and run through some math problems in my head to keep the obvious from showing. The tone sounded again.

      Most people didn’t even know her real name. Everyone called her Reaver because that’s what everyone else had called her before. Some assumed it was her last name. Others thought it might reference a book or holovid. Most thought it was because of her prowess in battle. I knew the nickname suited her reputation, though I didn’t disagree with any of the of the other opinions. She was a shieldmaiden—a death-goddess, and I couldn't wait to see what she’d do when she got her own squad.

      A reaver was someone who plundered and foraged. She’d been foraging for me since she’d arrived, but she hadn’t managed to plunder me yet. Not that I hadn’t wanted her to, but I believed in controlling my impulses. I didn’t consume alcohol often. I didn’t partake in any powerful drugs. I controlled my caffeine intake. And, I resisted the temptation to copulate except on rare occasions. That’s how I earned the callsign “Paladin.” Monk, Friar, Priest, Prude, and Brother were already taken.

      It was also a tradition that we didn’t get to pick our own callsigns. That’s how we ended up with handles like “Skidmark” and “Sparky.” Unfortunate, but it was part of the gig.

      I couldn’t let her in. It wasn’t that it was illegal. It wasn’t considered fraternization unless things got serious. If it was just sex, then nobody cared. The thought of ravaging—or just as likely, being ravaged by—her took my breath away. I had to steady myself against the bulkhead for a moment. She rang the door chime again. This woman isn’t going to stop until I let her in. Come to think of it, maybe it’s something important.

      “Hey, I just stepped out of the shower,” I explained. “I’m not even dressed yet.”

      She was silent for a moment. “If you want awkward, I can make it awkward. Listen, there’s a lot of people out here, and if you saw how I was dressed, you’d let me in right away. The longer I’m out here, the more people are getting curious.”

      Damn, she’s good. I wrapped a towel around my waist and slapped the door panel. She was standing there, an innocent-doe-look in her eyes as if she’d never seen a man without a shirt on before. The corner of her lips were turned up just enough to let me know she knew exactly what she was doing.

      “We need to talk,” she said as she slipped under my arm into my berth.

      I opened my mouth to protest, but when I caught sight of her small, round ass under a pair of thin, pale blue pajama pants, I forgot what I was going to say. Yep, she knew exactly what she was doing.

      She walked around the perimeter of my little berth as if she was looking for something. Then she put her hands on her hips and threw me a severe look that said I’d wronged her somehow. At the same time, she inhaled deeply as if she was going to scold me. The move made it clear she wasn’t wearing a bra. It also became clear that my room might’ve been a little on the cold side.

      “Good work today,” I offered.

      She laughed, rolled her eyes, and walked a circuit around the room. I admired her form, her grace, and her power. The little strings, designed to keep her pajama pants on, dangled in front of her hips, drawing my attention to the spot where her legs met.

      “You too,” she said, stopping in front of me. She was close enough that I could feel her body heat against my chest. The light aroma of soap filled my head with thoughts of soft skin, toned muscles, and warm, wet spots of pleasure. I yearned to touch her skin, to run my hands up the small of her back and watch goosebumps make the little hairs on her arms stand on end. I imagined her heavy breathing, the strength of her arms, and her strong legs wrapped around my hips.

      But there was a mission to prepare for, one that might change the course of human history if it were successful.

      Discipline, I told myself. There’s always going to be time for sex later. Complete the mission, then celebrate—in that order.

      It was then that I remembered there may not be a later. The mission could be a one-way trip or a straight ticket to cremation.

      “How do you do it?” Reaver asked, a hard, concerned look in her eyes.

      I tried to take a small step back but found myself pressed against the cold bulkhead.

      “How do you maintain such control?”

      I knew what she meant, but I played it off, acting as innocent as her. “Well, I have a lot of practice. I’ve been a Marine for almost 20 years, and most of that in combat units. I’ve learned that losing my cool in battle isn’t—” She interrupted my speech with a firm finger-poke to the center of my chest.

      “You know that’s not what I mean,” she purred as she took a small step closer.

      It was then that her nipples brushed against my body, just above my bottom ribs. A wave of pleasure washed over me like sparks from a welder. Damn, she’s good. We’d done this before—the little dance of flirtation. I enjoyed the game, and because she kept coming back, I knew she did too, but she’d never shown up wearing such thin, soft fabric. She’d never been so obvious.

      I changed the subject. “I need to leave early in the morning,” I explained, doing my best to keep my breathing even. “I’m sorry, but I need to get some sleep.”

      “Do you?” she said as she leaned against me. Her hands were still down at her side, but I knew for certain she wasn’t wearing a bra. We’d never been this close. It had all been flirting and talk before. There was an occasional “accidental” touch or caress, but nothing like this. I was all about control. I controlled the battle. I controlled the team. Most of all, I controlled myself.

      Yet, this could be my final opportunity. I might not ever see her again. Even if the mission was successful and deployed the Burner, I might not be able to make it back. She was here, and she was ready. We were alone. And I wanted her badly.

      I found my attention split between thinking about the mission and thinking there was no way she was unaware that I was throbbing for her. I was only wearing a towel, and she was wearing pajamas so thin they might have been made of spider silk.

      I had to get some sleep. There were alternatives to sleep, like caffeine and amphetamines, but I controlled my intake of both. I controlled my actions. I found myself feeling at peace with not being able to control this woman, though. She was tough, strong, smart, courageous, and beautiful. Most of all, she wanted me—right here and right now.

      I wondered if she’d be on the ship. I still didn’t know who my crewmembers were. It would be nice to break the ice here and now. That way, if the return trip didn’t go so well, there’d be something fun to do to pass the time. Oh, she’d be fun.

      But I didn’t want her to go with me. I wanted her to live. We were combat veterans, and we knew the risks that came with the job. We knew that we had to stand toe-to-toe with those who wanted us dead. It was an acceptable risk, but this mission was so much more. The scientists didn’t understand the portal generators. We could have our molecules spread thinly over a hundred light-years of space. There wouldn’t be time for anyone to gather enough to fill a thimble.

      “I’m leaving the station,” I said. It came out in a heavy breath.

      “Yeah?” she said as she leaned her full weight into me and pressed her cheek against my chest just under my chin.

      Her hair smelled great, and her nipples threatened to gouge me they were so hard. I imagined what they would feel like between my lips and almost lost control.

      What are you so worried about? I asked myself. It’s just sex. And this might be your last opportunity. She’s here. She’s available. She’s at least as ready as you are.

      I looked down as the turned her big, brown eyes to meet mine. “Me too. I got a sneak peek at the Xeno ship roster. I’m on the crew.” Her expression was grim, determined, lusty, and absolutely adorable. She could kill the average man without blinking an eye or breaking a nail.

      Shit. If she was part of the crew, this could be fraternization. I opened my mouth to protest, but she stopped me with a single finger pressed gently to my lips. For a trained and capable warrior, her long, thin fingers were surprisingly soft. Then she slid her hand across my mouth, down my neck, and stopped near my collarbone.

      “But I won’t be under your command,” she said. She spoke directly onto my lips, her breath warm. “The command is split. You’ll be in charge of the ship. Joker will be my supervisor. So, no matter what happens tonight, there’s no fraternization. It’s just you and me.” She emphasized the point by pressing her hips against my groin. I felt that my erection might punch through the towel to get to her.

      “I don’t want you to go,” I managed to say. “There are too many risks. Too many unknowns. We might not make it back.”

      I only realized now how much Reaver meant to me. Our games of cat and mouse had always been a bit of fun, a way of alleviating a little of my desire while still keeping myself in check. But it had also developed my feelings for her, and it was clear I felt strongly for her now. My new mission carried more risks than most, and while any MSM assignment was rife with danger, this one was something different.

      “I’m not worried,” she said as she ran her lips across my chin.

      “I’m not worried either, but you’re too important to the team here. You know, I could always have you removed—deny you access to the ship. That would be my call.”

      She giggled. “You do that, and I’ll kick your ass.” Then she pushed away from me. “In fact, you want to go at it? Want to settle this here and now?”

      There were different ways I could take “go at it,” but she made it clear what she meant when she took a big step back and crouched into a fighting stance. I’d seen her fight and felt both threatened and aroused by her aggression.

      “I’m going,” she said.

      “This mission is more about valor than anything else,” I explained. “Win or lose, whether we live or die, it’s about delivering a blow to the enemy. Hopefully, one they’ll never recover from.”

      “Ban me from your ship, and I might give you an injury you won’t recover from,” she explained, still in her fighting stance. She bounced lightly, and I noticed that her breasts hardly moved. I couldn’t help but imagine what they would feel like pressed hard against my chest.

      “There’s nothing more honorable than dying for the Federation,” she continued. “If we make it there but don’t make it back, we won’t have died in vain. For the Void Gods, for the Federation, and for Mars!”

      I suddenly ran out of reasons to resist. Reaver mistook my change in posture as a refusal, frowned, and marched toward the door, eyes on the panel. She reached out, fist clenched in preparation to punch the thing, and let out a small squeak when I scooped her up around her waist and spun her body to face me.

      With the other hand, I cupped her asscheeks and lifted her from the ground. She gasped, raised her knees and wrapped her legs around my hips as if she was holding on for dear life. Our lips met, parted, and I tasted her eager tongue.

      Her pearly teeth found my tongue, and a shiver washed over me like a wave. I turned my head to search for the button that would release my bed from the wall. Just as I found it, her lips and tongue discovered my ear and the side of my neck. I jabbed viciously at the wall with my big toe until I hit the button. The bed unfolded from the wall with a slow, low hiss.

      Reaver used her feet to kick my towel from my body, then ground her groin against my manhood. I didn’t know why I’d waited for so long—why I’d put it off. I took a moment to make sure we were aligned, then fell forward, both of us landing squarely on the firm mattress with a whoof of breath.

      I pressed my lips to hers, and she wrapped one arm around my back. Her other hand cupped the back of my neck, holding me to her as if I might get away. I wasn’t going anywhere.

      Meanwhile, I propped myself up with one arm as the other frantically tried to remove her pajama bottoms. She lifted her hips, twisted one way, then the other, trying to help for several seconds before turning her head to one side to speak.

      “Just rip them off,” she breathed. I was happy to oblige.

      Just as I’d hoped, she wasn’t wearing panties. I ran my hand over her mound. She’d trimmed the hair short, and I felt little more than soft flesh and her wetness. She lifted her hips to meet my hand. She was ready. I almost fell inside of her, both of us gasping in pleasure.
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      Xeno ships were ugly, yet beautiful, much like the “modern” art I’d seen from Terra. Even I could splash paint on a piece of canvas and call it art, and most of the time that was all it would ever be. Yet there was something about the shape of the Xeno ships that made them elegant.

      They were designed for space travel, and the Xeno possessed smaller fighters for engaging ground targets directly. Those small craft that we called “bug-fighters” or just “buggers” were all smooth lines, razor-sharp leading edges, and sleek. They cut through atmosphere like vibroblade swords, barely disturbing the clouds or making a sound.

      The big ships, like the cruiser I was looking at, more resembled a squashed beetle that some four-year-old kid had tried to glue back together, not knowing what the the insect had looked like before it got stomped. Yet, somehow it was beautiful in its construction.

      But the word “construction” wasn’t completely accurate, at least from what I’d gathered while talking to a scientist one evening over a few too many beers. Apparently, the Xeno didn’t build their ships—not the way we thought about building, anyway. Their ships were grown. First, they’d find a rock with the right mineral composition that was big enough for their purposes. Then they’d drill one or more holes into it, and one of their buggers would deposit an egg into the hole before they sealed the thing in. A few weeks later, a big horn-like thing would begin to grow from the sealed hole. A few weeks after that, and the whole rock was sometimes covered with twisting, spiny vines. Within six standard months, it would consume the rock. The Xeno would return and cut the vines away with their energy weapons. Inside would be another Xeno ship.

      No two were exactly the same shape, even if they were the same size. Hell, we didn’t even know if they classified their ships like we did. But it was useful to designate them for our own purposes. As soon as our computers told us how many cubic meters of space the ship occupied, we knew what to call it.

      The worst part of the Xeno ships—the part that made them ugliest—was the fact that so many of them had killed so many of us. It’s also what made this mission so satisfying. I’d command one of their cruisers, fly the thing right up their ass, and wipe out an entire planet full of them. If they had something resembling morale, it would be in the dumps for a long time. It was their own fault for picking a fight with a superior species. Humans were strong in revenge.

      “Sir, we’ll be docking with the Xeno vessel soon,” the pilot said from a chair to my left. “Please strap in.”

      We’d been on the shuttle for nearly an hour. The crew had parked the Xeno ship on the far side of the only gas giant in the system to keep it out of plain view of the uninitiated.

      I turned to take my seat but caught something out of the corner of my eye. There was something familiar about this Xeno vessel. Something different. We were still pretty far away, so I turned to the right and checked the sensor array. Then, I saw it: weapon pods. They were unmistakable.

      I counted at least 30, just on the starboard side of the ship. Each was 13 feet wide, hemispherical like a dome, and attached to the hull like dull, silver barnacles. These had been placed in strategic locations to ensure there were no blind spots on the vessel. Weapon pods meant gunners, and gunners meant I had a tactical officer. I’d get the rest of the details once I boarded. Nobody had all the details until then. The mission was too secret.

      The engineers who’d worked on the ship had thought of everything, including some of the comforts of home. The vessel was studded with human weapons pods, which were normally used as quick battlefield replacements for damaged weapons systems on Federation ships. All the Federation Navy had to do was unbox one, weld it to the hull, and they were back in the fight. Should the need arise, I mused, I’ve got enough weapons to stand my ground. Maybe I’ll take-out a few buggers on my way out, too.

      Because of safety regulations, even regarding probable-suicide missions, there were rows of dark polka-dots along the side of the ship: escape pods. I shrugged inwardly. If it came down to it, they might come in handy. There was no telling what the future might bring.

      I took my seat, strapped in, and felt my big, cheesy smile starting to make my cheeks hurt. I couldn’t help it. As we approached the captured vessel, I started imagining what the Navy might come up with after this mission if it succeeded. Would we set traps to capture more enemy ships? It might be more economical to keep doing that rather than build our own. The hulls were tough and, worst case scenario, if one was too badly damaged in battle, we could toss it into a star and go find another one. The thought made me a little giddy.

      Our target was in sight. It must’ve taken the engineers a solid month to cut through the ship’s carapace to install hangar bay doors, but there they were. And we weren’t heading directly for them. Instead, we were headed toward the bow—toward what appeared to be a maintenance hatch.

      There was only one reason to perform an external docking on a ship this large: the hangar was already full. That was good. That meant there were enough supplies to last us a long time. It also likely meant I had fighters onboard. They had to be human fighters because Xeno buggers didn’t use hangars. They just attached themselves to the outside of their mother ships like lampreys.

      A few minutes later, we were docked and ready to board. As captain, it was traditional that I’d be the first to board the new Federation ship and the last to leave, so I took my place at the hatch. It was also customary to make a short speech and to invoke the name of the ship, which I’d decided on. I turned to the 20 others aboard the transport shuttle and looked each of them in the eye before speaking.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” I said, drawing the words out to make sure I had their attention before continuing, “We are about to undertake a mission that no other humans have done before. We’re about to board a captured enemy vessel and use it to drive a spike into several million Xeno hearts.

      “For now, this vessel will be your home. You must care for it as you would any other Federation vessel, even if it is the ugliest one we own.” My words were answered by a wave of small laughs.

      “I expect professionalism from each of you. I expect you to perform your duties to the best of your abilities and to hold each other accountable to do the same.

      “Welcome to the Revenge.”

      The other passengers on the shuttle, and even the pilot, thrust a fist above their heads and cheered. I’d never been so damn proud in all my life. That was until the hatch opened and I saw who was waiting for me on the other side.

      Standing on the other end of the short tube connecting the ships was my MSM squad, all standing at attention. I caught a couple sets of their eyes darting my direction rather than staring directly forward. I also caught one of them unsuccessfully suppressing a smile.

      I should’ve known they’d send me with the best of the greenhorns. I could have guessed it, but I didn’t want to hope. Should we need direct-contact muscle, I had a squad I trusted—men and women I’d trained myself. I knew the squad leader and knew he could get the job done. Command had thought of everything.

      I marched onto my vessel, and as was also traditional, took a few minutes to dress-down my Marines. First, Sergeant Hadell, who looked like he was about to squeal with joy. “Wipe that smirk off your face, Marine! Your job here is to kill things I tell you to kill. Your other job is to kick the ass of any Marine who doesn’t do as you tell him or her to do. Understood?”

      Technically, I knew, the Marines weren’t directly under my command. But I had no doubt my squad leader would do as he was told if the time came. Joker would do his job, and I’d do mine. The bugs didn’t realize what they’d gotten themselves into. They were in for a surprise.

      I continued my march into my ship and was met by a pale-looking man in a First Officer uniform. The red stripe that ran across his epaulets and along the edges of his sleeves was bright against the all-black Navy uniform. His dark complexion, black hair, and dark brown eyes marked him—or his parents, anyway—as a Terran. While a few Martians found serving with Earthlings distasteful, I was of the older variety.

      A man cannot be measured by his heritage or lineage, I remembered the words from my school days.  

      This man, for instance, had risen through the ranks to become my First Officer. Until he gave me reason to mistrust him, he would have my support, my sword, and, if necessary, my life. We were Martians. Nothing else mattered.

      “Welcome, Commander,” he said. I’d been temporarily promoted to fill my role for the mission. “I am your First Officer, Lieutenant Commander Bravi Zadair. I am here to serve Mars, at your discretion, Sir.”

      “And I’m glad to have you. Where’s the bridge?”

      “This way, Sir,” Zadair said.

      We walked in silence down the busy hallway. Crew members sprinted through hatches, ran full tilt on important business from one area to another, and appeared and disappeared through hatches, all without crashing into each other.

      “How long has the crew been aboard the Revenge?” I asked.

      “Most have been here since we captured her more than four years ago, Sir,” he said. “Is that her name, Sir? The Revenge?”

      “That’s what I’ve decided to call her unless someone has beaten me to it.”

      “No one has thought to name the ship, Sir. But I think it’s fitting.”

      “Good,” I said.

      As I approached the chitin door, it slid open with a familiar hiss and an unfamiliar grinding, scraping noise.

      “Sorry, Sir,” Zadair said. “These bug doors aren’t completely compatible with our systems. They’re going to be noisy until we wear the rough edges off of them.”

      “No matter—and no time,” I said.

      The bridge was laid out more or less the same way I’d expected a Federation-built vessel would be, including the position of the stations. There was a station directly in front of me for my First Officer and communications to my left along the bulkhead. Further away was the engineering station and a place for a couple of crew members who could jump on any station when needed. At the bow, just in front of the viewscreen, were two more places for crewmembers to stand ready.

      The crew members wouldn’t be specialists, I knew. We had enough specialists. They were there to fill in the gaps, cover other crew members while they slept, and provide whatever other services they were pressed into. They were invaluable.

      In the center of the bridge in front of myself and the First Officer was the navigator. He sat behind a semi-hemispherical station full of blinking lights, displays of star maps, and power indicators from the different powerplants the Federation had added to the Revenge. Placing the navigator in the center would help ensure nobody would bump, jostle, or disturb him during his programming. One decimal point either way could drive us right through a star.

      Of course, that was when we were using fusion drives. Nobody was really sure what it meant to travel through a “portal.” Some called them “teleporters.” Others called them “Einstein Rosen Bridges.” Marines called them “portals” because it accomplished the same description without all the fuss. We had no time for techno-babble while there were bugs to kill and enemy hardware to slag.

      Nobody stood when I walked onto the bridge. I was relieved. My bridge crew were professionals. There was no need to stand on ceremony while we were on a war-footing.

      “First Officer,” I said. “How long until the ship is made ready?”

      “We’re ready now, Sir,” he said. “We’re scheduled to leave—”

      “Navigator,” I interrupted, “do you have a course… or whatever the bugs call it?”

      “Yes, Sir,” he said. “The calculations are complete. Ready when you are.”

      “Well, then,” I said loud enough for everyone to hear, “battle stations.”

      “Battle stations!” Zadair repeated while I climbed into my chair and began strapping myself in. The lights on the bridge dimmed and turned red. From somewhere deep in the hull, probably from several locations, the thrummers began pulsing out a pre-programmed pattern of vibrations. In situations where communication was still important, and loud, screeching klaxons would inhibit that, the thrummers were used. They had the same effect but also allowed us to communicate. “Seal the blast doors! Arm the weapons! Engineering, report!”

      The engineering officer was struggling with his straps. They weren’t quite meeting at his chest, and he couldn't get the clasp to close. I looked over my right shoulder to my Second Officer’s station and saw an older man—older than I’d expect for a Second Officer—sitting there. His white hair was cropped short but wasn’t thinning. Neither were his enormous eyebrows. The hairs were so long, they’d started curling up as they approached his ears. I made a gesture toward him, then toward the Chief Engineer, who looked like he was about to have a panic attack. He nodded, unbuckled himself, and rushed to the man’s aid.

      “Comm, report!” Zadair barked.

      “Comm reports five by five,” he said. “The battle station isn’t expecting us to leave for another 96 minutes—”

      “The captain said we’re leaving, so we’re leaving!” Zadair retorted. He was turned away from me, so I couldn’t see his face, but his body posture indicated he was ready to fight. The communications officer backed down.

      “Combat, report!”

      “No shields, Sir,” the 30-something hard-edged woman said. “Ship wasn’t retrofitted with them. But point defense is warmed up.”

      “Tactical, report!”

      The stout man turned his chair to face the First Officer and paused when the Second Officer ran back to his station. The Chief Engineer was secure.

      “Tactical reports ready, Sir,” he said. His wide mouth made me think of a frog, and his nose looked like he’d been involved in more than his share of brawls—some of which he might’ve won. His accent was difficult to place, but I guessed he was Terran, from one of the larger continents.

      “Engineering, report!”

      “Fuel capacity is at 99%,” he said with a measure of confidence that I found reassuring, especially after struggling with his straps. “All powerplants are online. Capacitors are charged. Cooling systems are nominal.”

      Zadair sat hard into his seat and strapped in before spinning to face me. “Bridge reports ready, Commander.”

      “Then let’s move into hyperspace.”

      It was time the Xeno got what was coming to them. The alien fuckers wouldn’t know what hit them.
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      It’s now or never, I told myself. We were about to meet our enemy and deliver a swift, planet-ruining kick to the balls. I let my grin widen.

      “Engage the portal generator,” I ordered.

      “Engaging the portal generator… now, Sir!” the navigator confirmed.

      His head tilted down, and he stabbed a button with his finger, but nothing happened for several seconds. Then the universe tilted a few degrees to port.

      It started with a rising sound that began in the belly of the ship. It sounded like a harmonica, played by someone with no teeth or talent. It was a single note, high-pitched and shrill. When it reached a volume that made me want to shove a finger in each of my ears, it stopped, and so did the universe.

      The sensation was like being dropped from a shuttle directly into a gravity well by my belly button. Then, it felt like someone was trying to drag my belly button out of my left ear.

      And then it was all over. I shook the mental static from my head and noticed several others on the bridge doing the same. There were no fires. The environmental systems appeared to be functioning normally. Nobody was lying on the floor. Other than our tired, bewildered expressions, it appeared that nothing significant had happened at all.

      The viewscreen was totally blank, and I wasn’t sure whether it was simply offline or if everything outside the ship was shrouded in an all-encompassing blackness.

      “Status,” I ordered.

      “Status,” First Officer Zadair repeated.

      “Engineering board is green,” the chief engineer announced. “All systems are nominal. The portal generator is drawing a lot of power, but we’ve still got 70% in capacity.”

      “Comm,” Zadair prompted.

      The communications officer raised a finger to his right ear and listened to something. He slowly raised the index finger of his left hand in the universal sign for “hold on just a second.” I couldn’t see his expression, but based on his body language, we were in for a doozy.

      The bridge went silent. Several of the crew craned their necks or turned around to stare at the communications officer who wasn’t answering the first officer’s question.

      “I hear something,” he whispered as he lowered his index finger and tapped an icon at the comm station. “It sounds like chatter—sort of. Gimme a minute. I’ll clean it up.”

      The first officer turned his head toward me. Whether it was for confirmation, permission to discipline the communications officer, or what, I wasn’t sure. But, as chief of operations, he was their direct supervisor. I kept silent and waited to see what he would do.

      “Navigation,” he said, turning back to the bow of the Revenge, “where are we?”

      “Um…”

      “‘Um’ is not an answer, Lieutenant,” Zadair growled. “Where are we?”

      “Stand by,” the navigator said.

      Zadair looked over at me again.  I ignored the unspoken request to turn up the heat. I could tell by the slope of the navigator’s shoulders, the way he traced his fingers along lines of data, and the way he held his breath that something was amiss. Another five seconds passed before he turned around.

      “Sir,” he said, squinting one eye, “I think we’re in hyperspace.”

      So, this was hyperspace. I wanted to stand, to see if there was anything different in how I felt, in how I perceived my surroundings, but we were still at battle stations. My job was to remain in my chair until I ordered my crew to stand down. And given the situation, that could be a while.

      The bridge buzzed with silent activity. Each person pored over the data at his or her station. Some whispered quietly and leaned over in their chairs to peer at the data from another terminal.

      “Sir!” the communications officer said, his voice an octave higher than usual. “I think I hear—”

      “Contact!” the tactical officer interrupted. “Bearing two degrees, mark five degrees. Five, no, six targets! They’re coming about, Sir! Distance… uh… I’m not sure. Looks like a quarter-million miles, but I can’t be sure. Our computers can’t make sense of any of this.”

      “Identify the targets!” I ordered.

      “They’re. . . they’re Xeno, Sir,” the communications officer reported.

      “Tactical,” I said with as much calm as I could muster, “I want to see them.”

      The image on the viewscreen took a full second to resolve, but there they were. Six ships, just as ugly as ours. Either the Xeno had known what we’d try, or they’d gotten extremely lucky. Either way, their presence couldn’t be denied.

      “But, we’re in hyperspace,” the navigation officer whispered. “How can they come about in hyperspace? We’re traveling millions of miles per hour! How could they—”

      “They are!” I interrupted. “How is not our concern. They’re here, and they’re making a hostile move. Can we stop?”

      The navigation officer shrugged. “Unknown, Sir. Probably, but I don’t know how to do it.”

      I had a choice. I could bring the crew in for what would almost certainly be the last fight we’d ever see, or I could abandon the ship. Either way, I didn’t think it was likely any of us would survive.

      If leaving the Revenge aboard escape pods would remove the crew from hyperspace, they could be separated by thousands or more miles. There might be a world they could land on and wait for rescue, but there would be no way to tell anyone where they were. There would probably be no way for any of the survivors to find each other. More likely, they’d float alone in the deep void until they ran out of breathable air, became dehydrated, or starved to death.

      Or I could take the crew with me and strike hard against the enemies right in front of us. The ship itself would be enough to destroy two of theirs if we could get the angle right when we rammed them. The weapons pods might take care of one or two more. And we’d take some of them out with us. It wouldn’t be the millions I’d planned on, but we’d do our part for Mars.

      For the first time in my life, I thought earnestly of the Void Gods. If they really existed, if they were supernatural beings of some kind, maybe they could help. It felt foolish, but I sent a thought to them anyway. One can never have too many tactical advantages in combat.

      I shook myself free of my brief foray into religious piety. I would have to do this myself. Someone had to get back to the Federation and tell them about the Xeno’s presence in the void. Someone had to explain what happened in hyperspace. We had to give our people a chance.

      “First officer,” I said, “order the crew into the evacuation pods.”

      “We’re ready to do go down with the ship, Sir,” he said, an angry edge to his voice. “There is no greater honor than to die for the Federation, except to kill for her. Tonight, we dine in the mess hall, or we dine in hell, Sir.”

      We met eyes and stared for several seconds before I realized he wasn’t going to back down. I scanned the faces of the rest of the crew who, except for the tactical officer who pored over the telemetry on his board, all stared at me. They were willing to stand up to their captain rather than dishonor themselves or miss the opportunity to kill some bugs. I couldn’t have been more damn proud. Or more frustrated.

      “Are the pods standard Federation escape pods?” I asked.

      “Yes, Sir,” he said suspiciously.

      “Very well. Order the crew to the pods, First Officer.”

      “Aye, Sir,” he said, “but—”

      “I’m not accustomed to explaining my orders, First Officer,” I growled, allowing my frustration to rise to the surface, “but at least one of us needs to make it back to the Federation. Someone needs to tell our people about hyperspace—about what the Xeno can do here.” I thrust a finger at the main viewscreen for emphasis. “Otherwise, we lose a huge tactical advantage.

      “I will pilot the Revenge myself. I will make an example of our enemy and take out as many of the bastards as I can.”

      A wave of pressure washed over me and caused me to snap my eyes toward the main viewscreen. The data displayed there said the ships were still too far away to have hit us with any of their bug-ordnance. The tactical officer didn’t seem concerned, so I waved it off as the stress of the situation.

      “I understand, Sir,” Zadair said under his breath. “But I’m not sure the rest of the crew will agree. We’re Martians, Sir. We aren’t afraid to die.”

      “Then, understand this,” I explained, “if you repeat my order, the crew will obey. If you don’t, the enemy will maintain their advantage and their secret, and we will lose this war.”

      He stood his ground for another second before turning to the rest of the crew. “Set all systems to automatic! Order abandon ship! Everyone into their escape pods! On the double! Move!”

      Instead of the silent thrummer, the klaxons blared. There was no need to talk when it was time to abandon ship. Each man and woman had their last-second job to do before jumping into their assigned pod.

      Some would be securing hatches. Others would be running through apartments looking for anyone who might have been left behind. If we had any injured personnel, the medics would load them into escape pods before boarding one themselves. Everyone had their job to do, and I had mine.

      My duty was to scuttle the ship. We didn’t have hatches we could open and expect water from the surrounding sea to pour in and send the Revenge to the bottom. Opening all the hatches would only result in preserving everything nice and neat for the Xeno to inspect and learn from later. Instead, scuttling meant using the computers to remove the safeties from the fusion powerplants.

      With the safeties removed, the reactions would grow. Hydrogen would be poured into the reaction chambers. The magnetic field generators would compress the hydrogen as it poured in, and the tiny stars of the reactions would heat up even more. The increased power would provide the containment generators with the ability to force even more hydrogen into the reaction chamber.

      Eventually, the generators would reach their limits, and the tiny stars would escape their bonds. If I could hold it until the very end—if I could survive long enough to get the Xeno vessels in close—I could vaporize all of us in a single blast of a white-hot supernova.

      It would be glorious.

      After the tactical officer leaped to his feet, I stopped his chair from spinning and sat in it. I tapped a few icons, entered my own private security code, and locked in the critical systems I would need to complete my mission.

      There were at least two crew members whose responsibility it was to force the computers to wipe all their data. I couldn't allow that to happen—not yet. I’d need the computers to fly the Revenge right up our enemies asses. I also took direct control of the weapons and point-defense systems. I’d need both to get close enough.

      I paused as yet another uncomfortable sensation passed over me. What was that? A gravity wave? Do the Xeno have gravity tech?

      I tapped an icon to split the board’s screen into three: weapons on the left, scanners in the middle, and the ship’s status on the right. There wasn’t much information on the right third of the screen, though. All I could see were the human systems our engineers added. One was the crew-tracking system. There were still several crew members running around as they prepared to abandon ship. We were still out of firing range, so there was time for them to finish their duties.

      My eyes danced across the tactical display. Sixteen Type-3 Excalibur x-ray cannons, two Type-1s, four missile tubes, each with a four-missile magazine, and four rapid-fire Helfstein point-defense cannons.

      I let out a slow whistle and admired the specs. The bugs had originally built the Revenge for war. Buw now, it also had the best tech mankind had come up with drilled into her hull. It was a sight to behold. I was so pleased, I didn’t even mind how ugly the ship was.

      I didn’t know if the Xeno had been here waiting for us, or if they were just sitting here, like ants sometimes do outside of a nest. Either way, they knew we were here now. And they knew we weren’t friendly.

      A new alert on the tactical display indicated that they’d launched their own missiles—heavily armored bugs whose job it was to crash into enemy ships. Those who survived would crawl across the hull, chewing, ripping, and grinding, until the whole ship came apart. Six of them, one from each ship, were headed my way.

      I stabbed my finger at an icon and launched my missiles. While theirs were bugs, mine were merely delivery systems for one-ton, pointed, tungsten rods. At an acceleration of several hundred gravities, they’d hit with enough force to penetrate clear through their target, causing shockwaves throughout their vessels.

      I stabbed the button over and over again until all my missiles were on the way, and ground my teeth when I saw they’d done the same.

      I checked my display again and noted that all my crew members were in their escape pods. But none of the pods had ejected. Was there a problem with their ejection systems? All of them? Now?

      “First Officer Zadair,” I transmitted, “report! Why hasn’t the crew abandoned ship?”

      “They’re waiting for you to get into your pod, Sir. Nothing I can do. Their minds are made up. They aren’t leaving without you.”

      Touching, I thought.

      When the battle was over, I planned on giving each of them some serious disciplinary attention. I’d teach them not to disobey a direct order. For now, I guessed I’d have to keep them alive if I wanted to kick their asses later, after I’d finished what I stayed behind to do.

      A few taps on the tactical display brought up the automatic weapons system. It wasn’t as accurate or intuitive as what a real person could do, but it would suffice. The Federation had found it fit to bless me with enough firepower to take on four or five of our own vessels.

      I grasped the edge of my seat. It felt like the universe was tipping and starting to slide. I tried to force myself to focus—to get back to the mission. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath as another unseen wave passed through me.

      After-effects of portal travel, I told myself. I wasn’t a doctor, but it made sense. Entering hyperspace was the only thing I’d done differently than in my previous missions. My only hope was that when—or if—I got out of hyperspace the weird dizziness would stop. If not, then I knew the doctors back home could fix me up.

      My missiles hit first. There were no explosions, huge flashes of light, or slowly expanding clouds of bug-debris. Instead, two of the six Xeno vessels veered off-course. I’d broken whatever had kept them pointed at the Revenge.

      According to the tactical display, the first two had been hulled but not badly enough to destroy or even dissuade them.

      An icon on the tactical display began flashing, indicating activation of the point-defense systems. The Type-3s had begun to fire at maximum range. They blasted the leading edge of the missiles every tenth of a second with x-ray lasers, each shot removing about an inch of carapace with every impact.

      One missile was hulled. Somewhere deep in the bug’s guts, a fuel cluster had probably broke, burning the creature from the inside. The rest began to spin, spreading out the damage.

      I cursed, activated the Type-1s as point-defense, and grabbed the straps holding me to the chair. I braced for impact and was disappointed with the results. I barely felt them and had to check the sensors to see if I’d damaged all the missiles badly enough that they broke up on impact.

      They hadn’t. Instead of penetrating the hull and chewing it up from the inside, they’d alighted and were now crawling along the exterior toward the big Type-1s. I cursed and tried to force the point-defense to target them, but the Type-3s weren’t designed to shoot things off the hull. If the bugs made it to the big guns, there’d be no way I’d have enough firepower to fight them.

      A thought occurred to me.

      Battles are lost because commanders are either incapable or unwilling to think outside of their training.

      I had enough firepower to take the enemy on. I even had a decent chance of winning. I just had to think.

      Then it came to me. The powerplants charged capacitors for the weapons systems, but the weapons themselves had their own high-speed batteries. They’d only hold enough for a single shot, but it could be enough.

      No more time to think about it. It was time to do something.

      I took manual control of the two forward Type-3s, checked to make sure their capacitors were full, and detached them from the hull. The guns floated slowly as I reactivated the point-defense and waited.

      Four seconds later, the gun on the starboard side fired once, hulling one of the bug-ships on that side. But the starboard one was spinning the wrong direction. It would be several minutes before it made a complete revolution. By then it would be all over.

      It was time, and I was ready. I designated targets, switched half of the point-defense to active attack, and sent another silent thought to the Void Gods. It felt good to do so. Unnaturally good.  Joker’s prayers had obviously rubbed off on me, and all those indoctrination sessions in the colonel’s office must have filtered into my mind. Even so, a quick prayer to some other power was as good a hope as any, given my current circumstances.

      I disabled the safeties on the navigation system and set the Revenge’s destination as the slightly larger of the two Xeno ships headed our way. With the safeties disabled, our captured Xeno vessel would do its best to obtain the same position in space as our attackers. End result? A glorious explosion of powerplants and bug guts.

      The First Officer shouted something in my ear, but I ignored him and focused on the task at hand. I couldn’t deploy the Burner against them. The device was designed to work on planets. It was also designed to be deployed into a gravity well. I couldn’t even aim it properly. If I survived this somehow and got back home, I planned on addressing that small oversight.

      Now, it was time to save my crew.

      “On my way, you disobedient assholes!” I roared into the ship-wide comms. I was touched by their gesture, but it wasn’t proper for me to come right out and say it. I was the ship’s captain, after all.

      My pod was a short run from the bridge. I never thought I’d use it. Nobody ever thought they would, but Federation troops trained constantly on all the equipment we were expected to operate. Even escape pods.

      I slapped the control panel on the circular hatch our techs had installed. The bulkhead irised open with a high-pitched hiss. I hesitated. The automatic fire of the ship’s weapons wasn’t very accurate. At best, they’d get one pass at our enemy and maybe score five or six hits on a single ship.

      The navigation system was sluggish compared to what a human could do. If the Xeno I’d targeted managed to dodge, they could all come about for a second pass at us. Hell, they’d be flying right up the Revenge’s ass.

      I stretched one leg through the opening and paused again. No man had ever been in hyperspace, so far as I knew. Our scientists had no idea what an escape pod might do in that circumstance. It might be suddenly ejected, which was my personal theory, or it might break up into its basic molecules and be spread out over a thousand light years. But that wasn’t the worst-case scenario.

      The worst case scenario was that the pods would remain in hyperspace. We’d be picked up by the Xeno and brought aboard their ships as prisoners. From there, I didn’t have the imagination to match their probably plans for us. Maybe they’d eat us. Maybe we’d become slaves. Maybe—

      My thoughts were interrupted by another gravity wave. This one was powerful enough to knock me dizzy. I fell unceremoniously into my escape pod and landed hard in my seat as the chair automatically secured straps around my chest, waist, and legs. I heard the pod’s iris shut behind me.

      “Eject!” I ordered, knowing the comm system would automatically patch me into the rest of my crew. Small thumps echoed into my pod—the sound of my shipmates escaping into the great unknown.

      I was furious for a couple of reasons. First, I didn’t like running from a fight. Second, I didn’t like what was coming next. I’d be helpless for a while.

      But I didn’t fight the robotic arms that rotated out from behind my headrest to secure a transparent breathing mask and tubes to my face.

      A half-second later, there was a small but sharp pain on the skin just beneath my right ear. A hidden robotic arm had emerged from a panel near my headrest, and I was being injected by a sedative and muscle relaxant. Escape pod ejections were violent, and the drugs were meant to protect me from hurting myself during the launch.

      The piercing-white lights in the pod dimmed to a dull, tired brown. A second later, the drugs turned my brain into mush, and I suddenly felt happy, relaxed, and as stupid as a box of boiled feathers.

      I barely felt the explosion that catapulted me from the side of the Revenge.
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      I didn’t like drugs, especially the ones the escape pods injected. They made me feel numb and helpless, but the worst part of it was that they made me feel like I didn’t care.

      The scientists who had developed the stuff knew what the effects were. They knew that if we were captured, we might be helpless for a while. But if they didn’t give us the drugs, we might rip muscles, pull our own joints out of their sockets, or otherwise injure ourselves. Then we’d be screwed for sure.

      As part of our training, we were dosed about once a year. Any more often, and it was likely we’d build up a resistance, but any less often, and we might panic as we came out of the giddy, warm cocoon the chemicals put us in. Thrashing around in an escape pod could be dangerous.

      I took a deep breath and gagged at the taste in my mouth. The after-effects were based on each individual person’s metabolism. For me, the major after-effect, besides feeling tired and dizzy, was a horrible metallic taste in my mouth. It tasted like I’d buried myself in a dumpster, found all the bottlecaps floating in the trash-water at the bottom, and for some reason, decided they’d do better in my mouth.

      I inhaled again and realized the breathing tube was no longer on my face. If it were still there, breathing would be a little difficult. I’d get all the oxygen I needed, but it would only be delivered in measured amounts. Sometimes, people panicked on coming out of the drug-induced stupor, especially if they’d never experienced it before. Controlling their oxygen flow helped prevent them from hyperventilating.

      For a moment, I wondered if I’d thrashed while I was out and somehow knocked the mask off my face. It happened to troops sometimes, but never to me.

      As I lay there with my eyes closed, I became more aware of my surroundings. I couldn’t feel the seat of my escape pod, and I no longer felt the straps holding me down. There was no pain at the injection site on my neck, nor did I hear the status beep—normally sounding every 30 seconds—from the escape pod’s control board. None of it felt familiar, even though I’d been through the training at least 13 times.

      I figured I wasn’t in my escape pod any more, and I was pretty sure I wasn’t dead, so I started thinking about other possibilities.

      A Xeno ship could have taken me in and made me a prisoner, along with my fellow shipmates. That wasn’t so bad. It would save me the trouble of hunting them down later. Hell, I could rip one of their stupid legs off and use it as a club until I found something better.

      Were they going to try to wake me for interrogation? Or would they allow me to stay here as long as I was still?

      The Xeno weren’t like us. When we captured our enemies, we rarely allowed them to sleep until we had extracted some information from them. Sleep was a reward, not a privilege or a right. It had to be earned, just like food.

      But enough delay. I was ready.

      I opened my eyes and started in surprise. Though I couldn’t smell fire, there was smoke everywhere. The room was dark—really dark—as if the walls and floor had been painted black. I couldn’t see a light source, but I could see the smoke. I wondered if some of the other crew members had been captured and were nearby, but I couldn’t make out any of them beyond the thick haze.

      I tried to stand, to prepare myself for a fight, but couldn’t find the floor. I stretched one arm and leg behind me, but found nothing solid. When I reached in front of me, my hand passed through a slithering tendril of smoke. It was cold—colder than the surrounding air.

      I sniffed the air again, wondering if the drugs had messed with my sense of smell, but detected no odors. Also, the metallic taste was gone from my mouth. Something wasn’t right. Or, the inside of the Xeno holding cell was sterile, which I doubted.

      I wondered if I hadn’t actually recovered from the drugs yet. It had never happened to me, but some people said that while under the drugs, they hallucinated. They saw things. Bizarre things.

      That’s what this is, I decided. There was no way I could be awake, captured, and not have at least a couple of the bugs guarding me. This place wasn’t real, which is why I couldn’t smell anything.

      The smoke, or fog, moved like it was alive. As I thought about it, one of the smoke-tendrils reached out from the darkness and caressed my face. It was cold, but not unbearably so. I wanted to reach out and slap it away, but my training told me that was a bad idea.

      “If you experience a hallucination,” the trainer had told us, “don’t fight it. Don’t try to make sense of it. And most of all, don’t feed into it. It’s just your brain’s way of making sense of what it’s experiencing. That’s all. If it happens to you, don’t panic. Instead, consider it a short vacation from reality. Treat it like a holovid. Just sit back, imagine yourself a big bowl of popcorn, and enjoy.” His words had been met by a chorus of cheers and whispers. Several mentioned that popcorn was their second choice—that they’d be inserting their favorite holovid star into their hallucinations.

      I rarely watched holovids, but I knew who I wanted in my dream—Reaver. But before I could focus enough to make it happen, a second tendril joined the first. Their touch was ethereal, and though I couldn’t feel any pressure, I knew they were there.

      There was something happening beyond sight, sound, touch, or any of my other senses.

      Bizarre, I thought. I didn’t know my brain could do this. I laughed and expected an echo, but it was as if the sound had died only a few inches from my mouth. Again, I thought bizarre.

      I refocused my mind and imagined Reaver. The woman could turn anything into a weapon. Her legs were strong, beautifully shaped, and smooth. She could terrify men or inspire them to greatness. She could disappear into a crowd or draw every eye in the room. She was one of many, but special in her own way.

      When I looked around, I didn’t see her and was a little disappointed. So, I tried again. This time, I closed my eyes and felt an image of her begin to form. She was naked, of course, and I didn’t mind at all. The image smiled at me as she laid on a huge, soft, silky bed. She stretched, and smooth, strong muscles relaxed under her soft skin.

      By why do I have to close my eyes to see her? I wondered. This is a hallucination, a vivid dream… but I had to close my eyes to see what I wanted to see. I was no psychologist, but something about it didn’t make sense.

      It was a hallucination, though. It had to be. My hands couldn’t grasp anything around me. I couldn’t feel the escape pod’s seat. There was no smell. The taste in my mouth was gone. And neither smoke nor fog behaved like that.

      In my hallucination, I shrugged. Just go along for the ride, I told myself. It’ll make a great story to tell someday.

      Then something even more interesting entered my dream. The tendrils withdrew, and the indistinct light in the darkness grew in intensity. Dark shapes passed in the distance, though how far away, I couldn’t tell. It was more like the suggestion of movement rather than a solid form.

      The shape crossed the distance again, and though I couldn’t hear it, I sensed a noise. It was what I would have suspected if the thing in my dream was real. It was the kind of woosh it would make flying across a peaceful glade on a cold, winter night. It was completely alien, yet somehow familiar.

      The shape—the presence—was joined by a second, then a third, then more than I could fathom. I wanted to count the things. I wanted the statistics, the knowledge of how many beings I faced. It was in my nature, and a result of my training, in case I had to help them, or kill them.

      But their number was indiscernible. I could hardly tell one from another until one stopped. It was a squid—sort of.

      I didn’t mind squid. They were squishy and looked like a knot of boogers, but they were also very tasty. They weren’t usually cooked right, though. It was like mankind had forgotten thousands of years of culinary skills. Like they forgot we had technology that reduced culinary mastery down to little more than a few button-pushes. Yet somehow, most so-called “chefs” managed to screw it up.

      I reached out with one hand. The creature was small enough to grasp, but I was having trouble focusing on it. It seemed solid but indistinct, almost an echo of a squid rather than the real thing. When I curled my fingers, it slipped past. I didn’t even feel it. The human mind is a mysterious thing, I mused as I watched it travel left to right across my vision. It turned inward upon itself and grew a little bigger.

      When the creature passed in front of me again, I tried to grab it, but it slipped past my fingers once more, untouched and untouchable. Cool.

      The squid turned again and grew a little more. The tentacled snack wasn’t bothering me, so I went over the failed mission in my mind.

      The creature turned again, but instead of passing in front of me, it was heading right for my nose. I waited, expecting to feel the cool chill of smoky tendril, but nothing happened. It just kept growing.

      Long after I’d expected the thing to reach me, it looked even bigger—two or three times as large. Then my eyes discovered exactly where the squid was, aligned their focus, and everything became clear.

      The squid hadn’t started as little. It was simply far away. And it was huge. Planet-sized huge.

      “Oh, shit,” I whispered into the darkness.

      My voice was swallowed up by the void. I felt my heart pounding in my chest and my breathing become rapid. Somewhere from my memories, my training reached out and bitch-slapped my brain. It told my body to remember what it had learned. This was a hallucination. There was no such thing as flying squid. The really big ones had gone extinct long before my grandfather had been born. There weren't even any aliens we’d discovered that looked anything like that.

      This was a hallucination, and I needed to stop feeding it.

      I inhaled, closed my eyes, and calmed myself. Just sit back and enjoy the ride. When I opened my eyes again, I had to crane my neck to see the upper edge of the huge, glowing, blue eye that stared at me through the darkness. I tried to remember a holovid or book I’d read where something like this had happened. When I came up empty-handed, I mentally patted myself on the back. I didn’t know I could be so creative.

      I wondered if I was dying. Scientists said that the mind could outlive the body. When it did, chemicals were released as part of the dying process. Those chemicals, like the drugs the escape pod had injected into me, caused what some referred to as the “light at the end of the tunnel” or the phenomenon of their life flashing before their eyes. I decided that I must be dead, and this was merely my brain’s way of saying goodbye. My only regret was that the last thing I would see was a big, ugly squid, of all things.

      Something accompanied the giant invertebrate. It wasn’t a feeling, because feelings could be controlled, and I felt no fear. It wasn’t a smell, a taste, or anything else I’d experienced. It was a sense I didn’t know I had, and I sensed power.

      Another giant blue orb appeared in the corner of my vision. When I turned to look, my whole body turned as well. It was another eye. I continued to turn and saw more eyes than I could count. A few were huge. Others looked small but could have been far away. It was tough to tell, considering the weird rules of the universe my hallucination had established. Overall, I was the center of attention. I’d had dreams like that before. They weren’t so bad.

      I found the weird sense of power the squid radiated interesting. I felt as though I could sense each of them, even ones I couldn’t see, like a radar at night on a dark, stormy sea.

      I sensed feelings from them. Most seemed curious. A few were hopeful. But the overwhelming feeling was anger. These products of my own mind were angry. Not at me, but at the universe. I didn’t blame them. I’d probably be angry if I’d been born so ugly too. The thought made me laugh into the darkness.

      Void Gods, my mind whispered. The Dark Ones. Ah, yes, I realized. That was where these creatures had come from. I’d spent hours listening to the colonel speaking of the gods of his weird religion. He hadn’t described what they looked like, only that there were a lot of them. They existed in a plane, a dimension, adjacent to our own—whatever that meant.

      The place I was seeing now was void-like. There were no stars, no sound, and no smell. I could breathe, but I felt no air passing into or out of my nose. That had to be where the hallucination was drawing the images from. I reminded myself to thank Colonel Goswin for his inspiration later, if the subject ever came up. Then, again, maybe not. He might not appreciate me describing his deities as big, spooky, black, tentacled squid-things.

      “The Dark Ones,” I whispered into the void.

      

      We are known by many names.

      

      I reeled from the sensation. A thought, bigger than my own, had poured into my mind like hot syrup forced through a keyhole. It took my breath away and forced all other thoughts from my imagination until I could absorb it.

      

      We are the Lakunae. We are many. We are one.

      

      The thought had a voice, a mind that forced itself into my brain. The first thought seemed too big already, and the second one threatened to split my mind in two. The sensation was unpleasant, but I still felt no pain. Don’t feed it, I reminded myself. Just go along for the ride. It won’t last forever.

      But something about the word “Lakunae” seemed familiar, as if I’d heard it before. I reached into the depths of my mind, drawing on my memory, and touched something I did not expect.

      It was a collection of memories, dust-covered and heavy like an old tome buried in a storage room in some long-forgotten library. It opened before me, and though I’d never known anything in it, I suddenly remembered it all. Experiences that were not my own. Words of languages I’d never heard. First kisses I’d never experienced. Memories of ancestors from a distant past.

      

      We have brought you to us. You are in our realm, our domain. Our universe. It is ours, and we own it, for we are Lakunae. We are many. We are one.

      

      The thought was bigger the third time, but the sensation of discomfort wasn’t as profound. It was as though I were growing accustomed to it, or that my mind was stretching, making room for thoughts, feelings, and ideas bigger than anything it had experienced before. I felt good, malleable, and relaxed.

      “So,” I said, the sound of my voice disappearing just beyond my nose, “where am I?”

      I knew that speaking into a hallucination was bad, but I couldn’t help myself. I felt overcome by the power of the squids and wanted to know more. I was enjoying the sensation of awe and wonder.

      

      You are in our domain. Our kingdom. Our universe. Our xadaar.

      

      The last word sounded like “zi-dar” and made no sense. I felt as though I’d heard it somewhere before, though. I didn’t hold any particular religious beliefs, but something inside of me, call it my “soul,” understood the word’s meaning.

      It meant something like kingdom but without the baggage of government, a hierarchy, or politics. The Lakunae had claimed it, conquered it, and now, it was theirs.

      I looked around, searching for a landmark, a star—something they could rule over.

      Nothing much to see except darkness, darkness, and more darkness. Your xadaar could use some TLC.

      I immediately regretted the thought. Anger and vile hatred focused on my soul, which seemed to whither in response. I gasped as my bones filled with the Lukanae’s rage. My body became rigid, and I thought I might explode. These telepathic Gods didn’t seem to enjoy humor, nor could I hide my thoughts from them. I didn’t offer an apology, but I stopped thinking that they were masters of little more than a big, empty space. The feeling passed, and I only sensed one mind connected to my own.

      

      Your mission has failed.

      

      Yeah, no shit. This thing was brilliant. Above brilliant. Its ability to state the obvious was probably unmatched. What was it trying to do, shame me? Hardly. I’d already killed a bunch of Xeno. Hopefully, the Revenge had taken out the rest of them as well. I’d done my part.

      I cut my thoughts short before the squids’ anger could rise again. I crossed my arms and waited for it to continue.

      

      Your crew has survived. We have returned them to your xadaar. You will join them there once again.

      

      My mood lightened a bit. I motioned for the squid to go on. From the mind, I sensed amusement. That wasn’t such a bad way to go, either. I could make friends with the thing, though a small part of my mind, a new memory cowering in a corner, warned me against it.

      

      Our kingdom is peaceful, quiet, and serene. We desire to bring peace to your existence, your lands, your worlds, and your lives. But we can not travel there from here.

      

      I kept my arms crossed and studied the giant eyeball in front of me. The thing wanted my help? It’d already helped me. If these squid had found a way to keep my crew alive in hyperspace, then it evidently wanted something from me. Some kind of payment for the deed they’d done.

      “All right,” I said into the void. “What’s your game plan?”

      

      We will return you to your universe. You will take with you a piece of us. You will gain understanding, strength, power of mind and body, and more. You will collect and gather the components of those who came before you. You will assemble them and open a portal for us to pass through.

      

      “So, you want to leave. Get out of whatever this is,” I said.

      

      Do this, and your universe will know peace.

      

      I thought about it. I’d been trained to kill, destroy, and ruin. But, in the end, my job was to bring peace. When political means failed, when reason, compassion, and logic couldn’t bring an end to conflict, I, and those like me, were sent in to secure the end of hostility through extreme and immediate violence. But, in the end, the goal was peace. It was my job to work myself out of a job. It was also my personal dream. I felt better about the request, but the memory that concealed itself in a dark place of my mind whimpered and warned against it.

      “I understand,” I felt myself saying.

      

      You are our avatar. Make your way to our artifacts. Retrieve them. Assemble them. Open the way for our arrival.

      

      Images entered my mind like important facts I’d forgotten a long time ago. Like memories of old childhood friends and pets, they seemed familiar. I saw the artifacts—golden, silver, and black machines of impressive complexity yet simple design.

      

      You will be granted strength of our strength, memories of our memories, and knowledge from beyond. Behold, your gift.

      

      I only had a moment to wonder what it meant by “gift” before I was consumed by a pain I’d never experienced in my life. My body exploded into nothingness. My soul cried out and attempted to flee. My vision traveled above my twitching, thrashing form and began to slowly spin like the hand of an ancient, mechanical clock.

      I watched my body grow, become translucent, and fade into a spherical cloud. I continued to spin and watched as, little by little, the cloud began to condense.

      Time no longer had meaning. I felt nothing. I knew nothing. I couldn’t change my perspective or close my eyes. All I could do was spin and watch my body slowly take shape from the cloud.

      When about half of my body had formed, small sparks became visible, like networks along my limbs. They were easy to spot against the black backdrop, and the more that formed, the more excited the squids became. They started to chant, not in words, but in thoughts, feelings, ideas, and although I could see my body and wasn’t occupying it, I began to feel my limbs.

      It started as a tingling sensation in my fingers and toes. It moved to my lips, arms, and legs. Then the universe—all of existence—began to fade, and a new sensation began to replace it.

      Sound.

      I both felt and heard a deep, rumbling roar. I opened my eyes but couldn’t focus. The metallic taste of the drug’s after-effects welled up in my mouth. An edge of cold, sickly sweet fluid joined it. I coughed, and a silver-black fluid exploded from my lungs and splashed on the ground. A wave of new sensations rolled in.

      There was no sign of the escape pod, the void, or the Lakunae.  

      I was lying on an alien planet in the middle of a jungle.
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      The air was humid, damp, and thick with the scent of growing things. Bright light filtered through the thick canopy of trees, but the rest of my surroundings were deep in shadow. The plants themselves were mostly green, including the trunks of the trees, which shot straight up at least a hundred yards into the sky. Their color was off a little, though. They were a shade of green but also contained a bit of blue. Everything did.

      Here and there were little bursts of brightly colored flowers. Some were as large as my head. Others looked like explosions of fireworks caught at their brightest, most brilliant moments. Most of the color, however, was reserved for an area about two-thirds of the way between the canopy and the ground. I spotted orbs attached to trunks and branches—fruit, which may or may not be edible to humans. I knew I’d have to try one eventually.

      I lifted my head a bit further out and observed the area around me. I caught a whiff of something rotting, but it seemed far away, carried along by the slight breeze meandering between the trees.

      The fronds and leaves of the ground-level plants were wide and thick. Some appeared to have small spines running along their edges, and I made a mental note to avoid them until I knew which were poisonous.

      The one thing that was missing—the one thing I’d most expected in such an environment—was the sound of animals. Jungles, such as this, didn’t form on their own. Seeds couldn’t be carried by such a gentle breeze. The fruit high in the trees was for animals, but if they were nearby, they were silent, frightened by my arrival.

      I squinted into the darkness around me, hoping to see a shaft of light from a crashed escape pod. I saw nothing, but then I’d made it to the planet without the pod somehow, so maybe the others had as well.

      If I continued sitting here, I’d end up being something’s prey. Where there were animals that ate plants and fruit, there’d be animals that ate animals. It was a necessary part of the food chain. Animals exploited gaps, filled them, and allowed their species to survive. I, however, had no intention of being anything other than the apex predator.

      I thought of my crew, of their bravery, and of their stubbornness. I wondered if they’d survived and escaped from the Xeno ships. Then a memory washed over my mind.

      

      Your crew has survived. We have returned them to your xadaar. You will join with them there once again.

      

      It was as though I’d heard it the first time. The thought inside my head, given voice by my own imagination. The vision of the void was impossible to come to terms with. But it was best to accept that it was at least possible that I’d been beamed onto an alien planet and out of hyperspace by a pack of hive-minded squids named Lakunae.  

      I wanted to know what was behind all this, but in order to find out, I first had to survive. If I could survive, I could find my lost crew members. And to do that, I had to get moving.

      I lifted myself up and came to my feet on the spongy ground. I removed my tight-fitting jacket, tied it around my waist, and checked the sky for any sign of smoke or civilization.

      The first order of business was finding shelter. I had no idea what nights were like on this planet. I could only hope I wouldn’t freeze to death. The idea of sleeping out in the open when I didn’t know the local wildlife didn’t sit well with me either. The best option would be to find a natural cave or another place I could fortify at night to sleep in.

      My second priority would be finding water. The human body could only go three days without the stuff, though I was sweating so much, I might only survive two. If I discovered water, I’d boil it if I could find a way to do so. If I couldn’t, I’d have to experience the local parasite population as well. It was unlikely the critters would be able to use my body as a food source, but the thought of growing aliens in my large intestine made me shiver.

      With that thought, the third priority became finding a pot or something else I could use to boil water in.

      In fourth place was food. I peered into the trees. If it came down to it, I’d climb one and sample the local fruits. If they were edible, it looked like there’d be plenty to eat. If they were juicy, my need for water would also be reduced. So many unknowns.

      I picked a direction, mostly at random, and began to walk. I stepped carefully, watching for thorny things, snake-like things, and big bug-like things. It wasn’t long before my water problem was mostly solved.

      I found a narrow stream meandering through the forest. The rock underneath was a deep, bloody red, and little strands of what appeared to be seagrass wiggled in the current like tentacles. The thought reminded me of my hallucination. I shook the images from my mind. If there was time to think about it later, I would. But now, exposed in unfamiliar territory on a planet I’d probably never even heard of, was not the time.

      I reached into the water and tugged at various fist-sized rocks, looking for one loose enough to pull free and use as a weapon. I was pleased to find that the first one I tried was such a rock. It felt light for its size but heavy enough to stun an enemy so that I could rush in and kill it with my bare hands. I bounced it in my palm a few times, getting a feel for it, and began stalking my way upstream.

      Where there was water, there were animals. My plan was to study them first. I’d wait to see what they ate, what they avoided, and possibly what ate them. It would be valuable information I might need later. Marines were all trained in survival skills, so if any of my squadmates were on the planet, my hope was we’d meet along the way.

      I’d written some of the training manuals. The most important of which were directed to anyone who survived a crash landing on an alien planet. I’d spent three years of my career, months at a time, alone on foreign worlds. I practiced unarmed combat against everything I thought I could take, and even a few I wasn’t so sure about. I ate everything the locals consumed, discovering the hard way which ones would cause meteoric gastrointestinal distress, parasitic infections, constipation, or all the above. I also carried a field pack containing the most powerful medications modern science had created to cure such things. Being without such a medpack now gave me a reason for caution.

      I also killed at least one of every dangerous beast on each planet. There were creatures who spit acid. Others who fed on acid. Still others who covered their egg sacs in acid, relying on the chemical to make the eggs weak enough for their young to escape.

      Others spat the bones of their kills to slay their next meal. Some flew, while others were able to project sticky webs a hundred yards up to snare the fliers. One consumed solid stone, literally chewing rocks to gravel before swallowing.

      I learned lessons from each of them and had the scars to prove it. The most important lesson I learned, though, was that ambush predators were the worst of all. They disguised themselves as something innocuous: a tree, a leaf, or even an entire hill. They lay in wait until some critter, such as a Marine, happened by… and they pounced. Their attacks were quick, ferocious, and if their prey wasn’t ready for it, they were as good as dead. It was that type of creature I was watching for now.

      I stalked five steps forward, crouched, and listened. If I heard nothing different, I’d move another five steps, crouch, and repeat. As I traveled, the ambient noise of bird-like things fluttering through the trees steadily increased. They were camouflaged, but I did catch sight of one, and though it didn’t look much different than an Earth bird, the shape of their wings and feathers had a peculiar pattern. As such, I named them dusters, after that cute feathery-thing the holovids always had maids cleaning or tickling things with.

      I concealed myself in a bush, listening to their high-pitched calls and scanning the edges of the stream, which had widened to almost two yards. In the water ahead of me was… something. An object that seemed out of place from those around it. It was a rock, and it glowed.

      Glowing geography wasn’t normal where I came from. But this wasn’t Mars, and I wasn’t aware of what normal was here. I was, however, aware of what abnormal was. One glowing, yellow rock among hundreds of blood-red ones wasn’t normal. Also, I was curious. I wanted to go take a closer look, and that’s what I decided to do… after I found a couple more of them.

      I didn’t have to look far. The stones nearby were big and a bit unwieldy but not too heavy. Once I’d pulled enough of the groundcover away, I tore them from the soft, red dirt easily enough. Three blood-red rocks. One glowing yellow rock. The equation looked like it might be a whole lot of fun if the local fauna—or flora—decided to attack.

      I stood from my hiding place, one head-sized piece of primitive ammunition on my left shoulder, the smaller rock in my left hand, and another larger potential projectile cradled under my right arm, ready to throw. Nothing happened. I took a step toward the glowing rock and scanned the nearby ground. Nothing happened. I took another half-step forward and saw it.

      The creature’s excitement was palpable, obvious, and primal. To be honest, I was a little disappointed. On one planet, there were vicious creatures the Marines had nicknamed “vorpal bunnies.” They were active hunters, stalking around on their four, little feet, with light-absorbing armor plates covering their backs like armadillos. Even those were sneakier than the owner of the glowing ball.

      I sighed. It wouldn’t be as fun as I’d hoped. The rock I was holding on my left shoulder was heavier than the one on my right, so I set all the rocks down, picked up the biggest stone, and lobbed it into the three-foot-deep stream where I’d seen the movement.

      The water instantly boiled as a 10-foot-long, blood-red creature, flat as a brothel welcome mat and three times as long began to flail, attempting to free itself from the boulder. The thing wasn’t even strong enough to slip out from under my makeshift trap. The glowing end of a long, thin antennae, the one obviously meant to lure prey, thrashed in the air.

      Then I got a surprise.

      There was a noise from under the water, somewhere between a pop and a thud, and the creature’s upper half lunged at me. I rolled over my shoulder and out of the way in a brief flash of movement. The monster seemed unsure whether to strike again, and I was happy to take a few seconds to inspect my attacker.

      Along both sides of its blood-red belly ran hundreds of red legs, each ending in a razor-sharp hook. The two largest legs were near its circular mouth, and they snapped together like pincers. The beast had four black dots at the front of its head, likely some kind of specialized eyes.

      This creature had to be the closest thing to an apex predator for miles around.

      It was time to introduce myself.

      I reached down to grab another stone from the river, but the vicious creature shot toward me. I spun aside as its razor teeth missed me by an inch. I punched the insect-crocodile hybrid in the face, and its exoskeleton crunched like a potato chip bag. I was almost disappointed until it lashed out with its fifteen-inch legs, wrapped a dozen around my forearm, and yanked me forward. The monster was plenty strong, but it acted a lot like the centipedes back home. It also kind of resembled them, except for the fact that it was a few thousand times larger.

      The bleeding stump it had ripped loose from under my makeshift trap started to rise, and I realized the thing wanted to wrap me in as many legs as possible. Its plan was to immobilize me while the big pincers in front went to work. I didn’t know if they were venomous or not, but it seemed likely.

      Not today, bug. Not today.

      Now that the monster was close to me, I stomped on the stump-end with one foot and secured it to the ground. With its face smashed-in, the thing was having a difficult time targeting me for a bite. One punch later, and the joint connecting a big pincer to the body loosened and leaked blood the same color as the yellow stones around it. I grabbed the large pincer, slapped the other one away, and tore it loose from the creature’s carapace.

      The big pincer was roughly as wide around as a vibroblade handle, so I tested its durability by driving it through the bug’s “chin” and out the top of its head. It kept fighting, so I twisted my body hard to throw it off. The monster landed in the water and squirmed, its mass of hooked legs grasping the air.   

      A lot of bugs I’d seen in the field had a single, compact a brain in their heads. Some, however, had brains that were spread-out throughout their whole body. If a bug only needed to run on instinct, then half—or less—of a brain would be enough. This looked like one of those creatures. I figured I’d have to take it apart.

      I stalked to the edge of the water, waited for the thing to right itself, then jumped onto its back. I used my left hand to hold the the end with the big pincer under the surface while I clawed at the spot just behind its little eyes. It thrashed under me in an attempt to free itself, but it didn’t seem to have the ability to bend backward more than a few degrees.

      A few seconds later, I found what I was looking for: a chink in the armor. I hooked my fingers between its chitinous plates, found squishy flesh, and pulled hard. The bug unzipped in a shower of red blood and soft flesh. I placed my foot on the back of its head and continued to pull the creature until the entire thing opened and its guts spilled into the stream.

      It stopped moving and, after inspecting the long strip of armor in my right hand, I understood why. Its brain was one of the distributed kind, spread out like a roadmap along its armored exterior. It made sense. The brain would be protected by the insectoid’s tough armor, as far away from its victims as it could get.

      Then I noticed a delightful smell, or more appropriately, my stomach noticed it by growling like some kind of caged animal.  I looked around as I searched for where the aroma was coming from. I couldn’t locate the source until I peered down at the dripping bug-armor in my hand and gave it a sniff. That was it. It smelled like steak marinated in raspberries and honey. My stomach made a roar that would have sent any planet’s deadliest predator packing.  

      I checked once more to make sure the bug wasn’t just pretending to be dead. I poked a juicy-looking spot with my finger, smelled the thin, red fluid, and touched it to my tongue. I waited several seconds to see if there was a burning, acrid, or bitter sensation, common with most poisons. There wasn’t, so I swallowed.

      If it was poisonous, there didn’t seem  to be enough toxin in it to kill me, but the human body could be quick to react. Either I’d start feeling hot, cold, or nauseous. I waited several minutes while keeping a wary eye on my surroundings, but nothing happened, except that my stomach growled several more times.

      Well, how about that, I thought. I just found a… er… steakapede!

      I pulled the rest of the upper half of the creature from the water and took the remains to the shore. The lower half of the steakapade was still trapped under the rock and wasn’t thrashing anymore.

      After a thorough inspection and some finger-poke taste tests, I determined which parts of the bug would be best to eat. The meat was almost sickeningly soft, like a too-warm slice of cheese. But it was tasty. I chewed and wondered absently if the meat would firm up if exposed to fire. It was something I decided I’d try someday, if I found myself back out here.

      But I wasn’t about to spend the rest of my life in the jungle. I had to find out if the Lakunae had dropped any more of the Revenge’s crew on this planet.

      The sky was beginning to get noticeably darker. If I were on Mars, I would have three or four hours of light left. On this alien world, any estimate would be nothing more than an uninformed guess. Either way, it was time to start moving again. Water brought animals, animals brought predators, and after the steakapede and how flimsy I’d found it?

      This planet’s new apex predator, I knew, was me.
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      I washed my hands in the water, chanced a sip, picked up another smooth river stone the size of my closed fist, and turned cautiously toward the jungle. My initial pace was slow as I adjusted to my surroundings and avoided positions where an ambush predator could get the drop on me.

      After about a half-hour, the jungle became thicker, and vines started becoming more common. Woody ropes ran from the treetops to the ground and back up again. Some places were so thick with them, I was tempted to start cutting or ripping them apart. However, I didn’t want to make it too easy for a predator to track me, if there even was one intelligent enough on the planet to do so.

      Another half-hour brought me up to an encouraging landmark: a hill. An elevated position was perfect for my purposes. A good overview of the surrounding terrain would give me a sense of direction and, potentially, a way out. Up to that point, the ground had been relatively flat.

      As I stalked up the fifty-degree mound, I noted how easy it was for me. The drugs had been out of my system for hours, but I still expected some of the after-effects to linger. I thought I should be tired, or, at least, to tire easily, but I felt fine and wondered if the planet’s atmosphere had more oxygen than I was used to. I filed that idea away for later.

      About a hundred yards up the hill, rocks started showing through the undergrowth, but the vines became a dense, tangled mess. I looked both left and right, but didn’t see a way around, so I decided it was time to go through. I picked a spot that didn’t look as dense as the rest and gave a vine an experimental tug. It tugged back, and I became aware of another ambush predator.

      I ducked and heard one of its vine-like tentacles woosh through the air above me. A high-pitched hiss echoed from somewhere near the canopy. I couldn’t blame it. I probably looked delicious.

      Its next attack would go for one of my ankles—fifty-fifty chance there. My prediction proved true when another vine snapped toward my feet. I hopped one step back and kept my head on a swivel. Another tentacle shot out at me like a knight’s lance. I made a little hop to one side and whacked it with my rock. The hiss echoed through the treetops again. A thinner vine tried to sneak up on me along the ground. One quick stomp with my heel sent it recoiling back into the undergrowth.

      A shadow from the dim light alerted me to another vine behind me. This one didn’t attack immediately but crept toward me with a measured slowness. I watched its shadow advance, allowing it to get closer before it suddenly shot forward. I ducked, caught the thing with my free hand, and yanked. A few dozen yards of vine tumbled toward me like the slack of a rope.

      Another vine snapped in front of my face. In a movement that was almost too fast to believe, I slipped the rock into my pants and used my now-free hand to snatch the attacking vine from the air. I took both the vines and crossed them over each other. A tug here, a pull there, over, under, around, and I successfully tied a fisherman’s knot, securing both tentacles together. That made the thing hiding in the treetop really hiss. It was a long, windy screech. But the sky was growing dark, and I had places to be, so the time for fun and games was over.

      I took out my rock, made a slow circuit of the clearing, and smashed several tentacle strikes away. When I found what looked like the thickest one, I returned my rock to my pants, grabbed the vine with both hands, and yanked hard. I almost had to dive out of the way as a big spider-like thing fell from the canopy and landed with a heavy thud.

      It was black and covered in thin white fur about two inches long. Several circular wounds indicated places where tentacles were once attached to its body. I didn’t see a mouth, which meant it either absorbed its victims like a venus flytrap, or it had landed on its mouth after I’d pulled it from the trees. I wasn’t interested in turning it over to test my theory.

      The spider-thing started leaking brown stuff right away. I guessed the fall was more than it was able to take. Also, the bug’s innards smelled like hot trash. There was no way the thing was edible. Just for good measure, I grabbed my rock and and chucked it hard at the thing.

      When the rock hit, the big bug popped, spraying its brown gore everywhere. I dived out of the trajectory of the exploding spider-thing and landed under the fronds of a big shrub. I waited until the spattering noises stopped before lifting my head. Definitely not something I wanted to try to eat.

      I stood, being cautious not to get any of the guts on myself. If any of the creatures on the planet hunted using something resembling the sense of smell, the vomit-like odor of the… sky-spider would certainly attract attention.

      No, not sky-spider. It had been a “teloc.”

      I’d never seen a teloc before, and I couldn’t recall ever reading about them. Still, I knew the name was accurate. Exactly how I knew, I couldn’t say.

      Well, maybe I could. The Lakunae. They’d said I’d have memories of their memories, and knowledge of the teloc seemed like whatever the hell they’d been referencing. They’d also said I’d have strength of their strength, so I figured I’d found out what that meant, too.

      For now, I had to keep moving before the breeze shifted and the nasty smell of teloc guts found its way up my nose. I decided to avoid the elevated position and the creatures around it. If even half of the vines I’d passed were actually teloc limbs, then I’d be in trouble. They seemed to favor the high ground, so I avoided the jungle and stuck to where the land sloped into what was almost a valley.

      I walked for another half-hour. The sky—what I could see of it—was noticeably darker. I was either near one of the poles of the planet, or the thing spun like a top. Either way, I didn’t have much time before I’d be at a serious disadvantage. I needed to keep going, but I also needed to formulate a plan, just in case I couldn't find shelter before nightfall.

      Then I found something new, something I had to study for a few seconds because I couldn't believe my own eyes: the remains of a campfire. The ashes were cool, so it had been out for a while, but it was undoubtedly someone’s cooking fire. Little, pure-white bones scattered the area around it. When I picked one up, I found gouges and scratches on it. Something had used a sharp tool to remove the meat.

      At first, I thought it must be another survivor from the Revenge. It made sense, and it was what I hoped for. But military personnel were trained to leave no trace of cooking fires when in unfamiliar territory. Had the fire been used by one of my shipmates, they would have done their best to hide any evidence they were ever there. The only other explanation was local, sentient life.

      All the aliens mankind had encountered before were, at best, semi-intelligent. The smartest ones were the Xeno, but even they ran mostly on instinct. The campfire was evidence of something different.

      As I stalked further, a new odor began to overpower the earthy, flowery scent of the jungle. This one smelled more dangerous than any so far. It was sooty and acrid. It smelled of industry, and as I walked, it became so heavy that I had to stifle a cough. Something was burning, and unless it was one of the trees I’d seen so far, which I doubted, it wasn’t wood.

      It might have been coal. I’d never actually smelled a coal fire. Everything on Mars ran on  fusion, fission, or batteries. Either way, any center on this planet able to create that much stink must have had a degree of technological proficiency. Industry was the only thing that came to mind, and where there was industry, there was a lot of workers.

      A little further, and the smoke became thick enough to see rather than just smell. The trees thinned out, and their trunks and leaves took on a sickly, brown tone. Some of them drooped, as though they hadn’t been watered in a long time. I thought it was more likely that they were being poisoned by the black smoke trapped within the canopy.

      I decided to get a closer look. I searched the sky for the darkest patch of smoke and headed in that direction. Even if the locals turned out to be unfriendly, gathering intelligence on their numbers, equipment, and apparent disposition would be helpful.

      I slowed my pace and used trees, bushes, and shrubs as cover. It wasn’t long before I found the first building. The structure was roughly square-ish, and, based on the rust, appeared to be inexpertly constructed of corrugated steel. There were other materials I couldn't identify. What I could see, however, were bits of tech mixed in with the trash.

      I crept a little closer and paused as I took in the sheer number of structures in the clearing. I could see all the way down a street, or alley. As far as my vision allowed, there was nothing but shanties. Most were either dull gray or rust-red, but others had smatterings of faded colors.  One yellow-painted piece had a black shape painted on it, which resembled something a Federation squadron might use as a logo. It didn’t look like anything in particular to me, but it was distinct from the rusted garbage around it.

      Most of the houses had more trash piled on their roofs. Some of the pieces resembled bits of fuselage. Others appeared to be swept-back wing parts from a kind of aircraft. There were boxes that could have been computer equipment, bundles of tangled, colorful wires, and lots of bottles, weaved baskets, and rubbish.

      But what really caught my eye were the creatures that populated the area. Each had lean torsos with four arms stretching into three-fingered hands with stout opposable thumbs. Their leathery skin was mostly gray. They resembled goblins from ancient literature.

      Some of them carried piles of trash, mostly on their wide, hairless heads. Others were followed by miniature versions of themselves—probably offspring. All wore rough-hewn garments that also appeared to be made of trash. And they were all filthy. They probably smelled bad, but the smoke prevented me from finding out how bad. I didn’t mind.

      The vast majority scuttled back as a larger alien of the same species walked by. It wasn’t the alien that impressed me; it was what he was carrying: a rifle. It didn’t look like any model I knew, but the frame, the barrel, and even the grip, made its purpose clear.

      It was designed to kill. The local species were intelligent enough to craft ballistic weaponry.

      The firearm looked as if it might be in decent shape. There were lights along the side, and they were bright. If nothing else, it had power, though I had no idea what it used for ammunition.

      I debated darting out of the bushes and disabling the goblin to take his weapon. But a move made in haste could rouse the whole town against me, and I had no intention of being pursued back into the jungle. Also, where there was one wielding a rifle, there’d be more.

      I tore my eyes from the device and crept further along the edge of the town, observing the locals while making sure they couldn’t do the same to me. I stopped when I saw two familiar things.

      The first looked like a waterskin. It appeared to be made of plastic, but it hung from a nearby tree branch and had something like a stopper at one end. Under it, one of the aliens appeared to be sleeping. A tool resembling an ax lay next to it on the ground. I took both and crept back into the woods.

      The liquid inside the skin was water. It tasted clean and fresh. The ax was a little light, and its head was small for my taste, but it was many times better than the rock I’d been carrying around. I almost felt bad for taking them.

      The goblin owner would wake up and wonder who’d done it. He wouldn't suspect me, but if he was the typical intelligent kind of creature, he’d think one of his own species had stolen it from him.  There’d probably be a fight. I hoped I wouldn’t miss it. Watching how they fought would give me valuable insight. Plus, with their long, skinny arms, it would probably make for a good laugh.

      I continued my sneaky trek around the town and through the trees until I found the source of the smoke: a long, tall, gray industrial building with two big smokestacks towering high into the air. This one was different from the little huts the aliens were using for shelter. It looked constructed of red concrete and almost blended into the surroundings. I was far enough away that it was difficult to determine how tall it might be, but my best guess was 20 yards and at least that wide but three or four times as long.

      Some of the goblins were carting piles of trash up to a conveyor on one end, which fed the material into the building. The smoke suggested that they were smelting the metal and burning everything else away. I scanned the building and its surroundings for elevated positions, lines of sight, and potential cover before examining the aliens, their clothing, their homes, and their trash. My best guess was that it was some kind of power plant or refinery, but there was no obvious indication of what they were making.

      They could have been smelting the scrap back into raw material for someone else to use, which would suggest a commerce system. It could be simple bartering or as expansive as the Federation’s banking and market system back home. I needed to learn more.

      I began stalking further along the edge of the town. The darkness kept my shape hidden in the huge trees and random pieces of garbage around me.

      The buildings abruptly stopped and opened into a large, semi-circle area dotted with strange contraptions. Most were constructed with scraps, like the aliens used to build their houses. Others were built with roughly hewn sections of wood, probably sourced from the immediate jungle.

      The purpose of the contraptions wasn’t a mystery. They were torture devices. There were cages, stretching machines, and several that resembled stocks. Several stumps near the center of the clearing were obviously used as chopping blocks for beheadings. The sight made my blood boil.

      A new sound filled my ears, and I took cover in the trash-laden bush behind me. I waited, and the rattle of tinny drums grew louder. It was rhythmic and complicated.

      In ones and twos, goblins began emerging from their homes. They huddled together, some quarreling over who was going to get the best spot to see what was coming next. As a whole, they held an air of intelligence and pride. I wondered how they’d react to seeing someone like me. I was at least three feet taller than any goblins in the town. I also weighed twice as much. They’d probably find me as freakish as I found them.

      All eyes turned toward the sound of the drums as it became clearer which direction it was coming from. Two goblins pushed squeaky, metal carts with wobbly wheels. Two others beat on round scraps of metal, creating the drumming sound. Four others looked and acted like hard-nosed guards, while two more held an unusually tall goblin, skinnier than any I’d seen before. It was dressed in a loin cloth and grinned stupidly at the onlookers and guards alike.

      The two guards on the outside held rifles, while the two holding onto their prisoner carried spears. Behind them, a fat one was being carried by six other goblins. It was the only goblin wearing anything on its bald head. What it wore resembled a garish crown of many colors, complete with feathers and baubles probably made of broken glass. A small animal’s skull  dangled in the back like it was interested in where they’d just come from.

      The one that intrigued me most was the prisoner. The guards ignored it. The spectators only stared. It, however, continued to smile, utter small yipping noises, and make a general nuisance of itself. I wondered if it was drunk, or, worse, if it had been drugged by its captors. It continued to make the sounds, and I wondered if it was laughing.

      A shadow passed over me, causing me to duck further into the bush. It was followed by two, then three, more. I looked up to the sooty sky above the clearing and spotted several large bird-like creatures with oily-black feathers. They began circling the clearing far above. I could hear their screeching noises and understood their nature. They were preparing to feed. It wasn’t the first time they’d heard the drums. They knew what was coming.

      The worst part of the situation was the silence. Once the drums stopped, none of the goblins made a sound. No coughs. No sniffles. Not even a fart. It was as if what was about to happen was either too terrifying or too solemn to speak.

      The two guards with rifles walked toward one of the cages and peered inside. I hadn’t noticed the body before—or what was left of it. The goblins, apparently, had thin bones, and the ones in the cage had been picked clean. I glanced toward the birds and didn’t need to guess how it had happened. They were still circling but were much lower—no more than 20 yards up in the air. I could hear the flapping of their wings and could see the sparkle from their tiny, black eyes. Their long necks and short, hooked beaks further confirmed their purpose.

      Whether the cages were designed with bars wide enough apart to allow the birds to reach into them or not, the aliens couldn’t escape. Each cage was only a foot and a half cubed—barely enough room for the victim to stand, let alone flee. The victims would be eaten to death. I tightened my grip on my new ax and heard the green wood groan under the pressure.

      One of the guards used an oddly shaped key to unlock the cage. The remains fell to the ground with a wet thud. The guard kicked and shoved the skeleton toward a small pit in the center. When the head fell away from the rest, the other guard gave it a hard kick, and it landed in the pit. The guard smiled to show it was pleased with itself. I wondered what expression it would make when I buried my ax in the top of its bald head.

      I was no stranger to capital punishment. Some people were too dangerous to leave alive. Some crimes were too egregious to punish any other way. However, torture was not only unreliable for the extraction of intelligence, but it was also unnecessary and inhumane. I reminded myself that the word “torture” might not fit the situation, as the creatures before me were clearly not human.

      Martians, the religious ones, believed that torture soiled the soul of the torturer. Even the non-religious citizens found it distasteful and understood the long-term harm it caused the people who performed the act. I decided then and there that the goblin, the vrak, must not be tortured. I would either kill it myself or set it free.

      I shivered with realization. Vrak. The word had come to my mind like an old memory, long forgotten. These things, the goblins, were vrak. That’s what they were called. It’s what they called themselves. I hadn’t heard any of them speak, yet somehow I knew their kind by name. The same had happened with the creatures halfway up the hill. The teloc.

      

      You will be granted strength of our strength, memories of our memories, and knowledge from beyond.

      

      This all came back to the Lakunae and my short interaction with them. I wondered if the colonel had been right all along. I wondered if he knew he worshiped a bunch of giant squids. I wondered if one of them was his favorite, or if he liked them all equally.

      I watched the guards drag their prisoner toward the now-empty cage. I began counting heads. I wasn’t sure what they were capable of. From the expressions on their faces, the spectators appeared to be numb to it. They hadn’t so much as blinked when a rotting corpse had been kicked into a pit in front of them. Torture, then, was a part of their everyday lives.

      The birds began to circle closer, and two alighted on nearby torture devices. They cocked their heads and watched the guard shove the giggling vrak into the cage, push the victim back when he tried to escape, and slam the gate shut.

      The rest of the birds landed and began dancing back and forth on their perches. They were excited, expecting a fresh, screaming meal sometime soon.

      The spectators seemed dazed, exhausted, and beaten. I sensed no passion or spark of individuality among them. It was as though they’d lived their whole lives in their current condition. I was afraid I might be correct.

      The six carrying the fat vrak slowly lowered it to the ground. It stood, waved to a passive crowd like some kind of holovid celebrity, and walked toward the prisoner. The birds tapped their short, black claws against their perches, dancing back and forth in anticipation. One, then the rest, began scraping the sides of their beaks against their perches as if the little creatures were sharpening knives in preparation for their meal.

      The fat vrak stopped in front of the cage, smiled a toothy grin—it had a lot of short, pointy teeth—and waved again at the crowd. The crowd waved back. The fat one began to gesticulate, thrust its hips, and wave its hands in an intricate pattern. The crowd began to do the same. Still, none of them spoke. The only sounds were their foot-stomps in the dirt and the rustling of their filthy clothing.

      The sharp crack of two sets of hands from each vrak clapping once in perfect unison sounded like an old powder-type gunshot. Whatever had just happened was over. The fat vrak got back on his vrak-powered carriage and, along with its guards, left. The crowd wandered away a short time later, still acting like they were in a daze.

      The birds took to the air two at a time and swooped-in, landing on top of the cage. The prisoner wasn’t laughing or making noises any more. It attempted to duck to stay out of their reach but couldn’t bend its knees far enough in the narrow cage. When two more landed on the ground nearby and came running at it, the vrak made a horrible hissing-gurgling sound that caused all the birds to scramble away.

      The flying scavengers didn’t go far, though. They seemed content to sit nearby and wait for their prey to either fall asleep or grow too tired and weak to hiss at them any more. Three of the dozen black creatures closed their eyes, puffed their feathers out, and looked as if they’d decided to take a nap. No need to worry; dinner wasn’t going anywhere.

      There were still two vrak milling about at the edge of the clearing, so I waited. The caged one watched them, and when the pair finally wandered away, slumped inside the cage. It appeared that the sour expression and slumped shoulders of someone who felt defeated was universal.

      A scavenger bird shrieked at the caged vrak. The goblin turned its big, flat head to the offensive creature and made a hand gesture that was obviously meant to be scathing and offensive.

      I still hadn’t decided what I was going to do, but one thing was sure: there was no way I’d allow the vrak to be pecked to death by scavengers. I scanned the edges of the clearing again and paused when the goblin stopped making  the crazy sounds.

      I studied him, trying to interpret its facial expressions. It seemed sad and a little angry. But whatever crime had landed it in a cage to be eaten by scavengers, its punishment didn’t seem fair.

      Night blanketed the clearing, but I could still see thanks to my Martian propensity for night vision. I doubted these vrak creatures shared this particular gift of mine, and there were no artificial lights in this part of the clearing. The moon hadn’t yet reached its zenith either, so I had a small window while this area of the village would remain shrouded in darkness.

      I slowly moved toward the cage, avoided the bones scattered in front of it, and squatted to face the imprisoned vrak. I paused for a moment as I considered what sign language the thing would understand. I was about to raise my hand and make a poor attempt at communicating when the vrak spoke.

      “What are you doing here, stinky pink-skin?” Its voice was deep for its size and seemed to echo from its mouth in waves of sound. “Have you come to torment me?”

      One part of my mind thought it comically convenient that the thing spoke Martian—just like in the cheap holovids. But the rest of my mind realized, somehow, that the words weren’t in Martian. They weren’t any language I’d ever heard before—but I still understood.

      The Lakunae must have changed something in my mind, I realized in a flash. They dropped me on this planet with instinctive knowledge of the language and the names of the local wildlife. What the fuck?

      Though I’d never spoken the language, I knew I could manage. It was time to find out why the vrak was in the cage. And if he’d seen other Martians, escape pods, or people just like me moving through this industrial village.

      After that, if he deserved capital punishment, I’d give him a quick death; it was the least I could do.

      If not, I had other plans for him.
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      I brought my face as close to the cage as I dared, wary in case the imprisoned vrak decided to reach out and scratch my eyes with a filthy, broken fingernail.

      “I’m here to offer you an opportunity,” I whispered. “Are you willing to listen, or would you prefer a quick death? Of course, I could always leave you here for the birds.”

      The vrak turned its head back and forth, regarding the hungry-looking feathered creatures. Disgust and open loathing flitted through its eyes. “I am willing to listen,” it whispered. “Did you come here to trade places with me?”

      “Uh, no,” I said. “I can release you if you’ll do something for me.”

      The vrak narrowed its eyes. “Something… like what?”

      “Like be my guide. I suspect those who put you in this cage won’t be so friendly next time you meet. Am I right?”

      “You are,” the vrak affirmed.

      “But first,” I said, “what crime did you commit to get yourself sentenced to death?”

      The vrak’s mouth worked for a moment as it made little clicking and sucking sounds. “Scribbled code. Called king’s guard a ‘poop-brain.’ Pressed some buttons. Not ashamed of it. Not a little ashamed. No, not ashamed.”

      It seemed that the laws on this planet, or at least in the village I found myself in, were strict. It obviously wasn’t a Federation planet, or there would be observers present to stop things like torture, especially for such a minor crime.

      “What’s your name?” I asked. “What are you called?”

      “I am Skrew,” the vrak answered. “Of my kind, Skrew is a legend among the other males. Skrew is told he is the only one who has a screw loose somewhere. No others are like Skrew. They are jealous.”

      Yeah, sure. I nodded, and the vrak looked me up and down. At least now I knew what served for a male among his people.

      “Do you have the key?” Skrew whispered.

      “No,” I said, “I’m going to try this first.”

      The vrak watched with curious eyes as I slid my new ax into my belt and grasped one of the vertical bars furthest from the cage door hinge with both hands. I propped my right foot further out and tugged. The lock broke with a twang, nearly toppling me to my rear. They don’t make cages like they used to, I mused. Or nobody on this planet knows how to make anything durable. Or perhaps the “strength” that the Lakunae had mentioned had added something to my physical makeup. But without anything to measure myself against on this planet, it was difficult to tell.

      Skrew stumbled from the cage, staring at the broken lock with tiny, wide eyes. “You are strong,” he said. “You are legend among your males?”

      I shrugged. “I guess. Let’s go.”

      “Wait!” Skrew hissed as he grabbed my forearm with two hands. “You saved Skrew’s life. You must trust Skrew. He would be dead by the birds who eat the guts if not for you. What is your name?”

      “I’m Jacob,” I said, checking for any movement along the edge of the clearing. I thought about using my call sign, “Paladin”, but decided my real name might work better.

      “Then this is for Jacob,” he whispered. The slow, solemn way he said it forced me to look.

      In two of his hands, he held a cord that looked like it might be a wire from some kind of device. It was black and thin. The cord was threaded through something I didn’t recognize. It was about the size of my thumbnail and resembled a button—like the ones aboard a starship. It shimmered in the increasing brightness of the moonlight in a way that seemed familiar, though.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “It is Skrew’s pass,” he whispered, laying it in my hand. “It is who Skrew is. It is all. Everything.” He gently curled my fingers around the small amulet. “Without the pass, Skrew can go nowhere without guards to kill him and vrak to reject him. Skrew will serve Jacob.”

      Touching, I guessed. “Okay, let’s go.”

      I paused when I heard a noise. We’d been spotted, and whoever it was had decided to try to sneak up on us rather than charge us. Smart. But not smart enough.

      Skrew hadn’t noticed, so I pretended I hadn’t either. If whoever had spotted us was a guard, they could have shot us from where they were. Unless they didn’t have a rifle. Either way, allowing them to get closer would give me more of an advantage as I only had an ax and a waterskin. One would kill, the other would quench my thirst if the guards fought hard enough for me to break a sweat. I hoped they would. I needed to take my anger out on something, and taking it out on the ones who tortured their own kind to death seemed like the best plan to me.

      We were halfway to the trees at the edge of the clearing when the guards attacked. They might have had a small chance to surprise me if they’d thought about securing whatever equipment was making that little jingling sound. I pulled my ax and, in a single motion, sent it hurtling end over end toward the noise-maker.

      The tool hit him in the chest, punched through what looked like plate armor, and sent sparks into the air. The guard flew back three yards before skidding on the soft dirt. I didn’t have time to wonder about how devastating the attack was. The second guard was looking at his comrade instead of me. I rushed him just as he turned, and his black eyes widened. I tackled him, pressed both of my hands against the back of his helmeted head, and shoved his face into the ground.

      The guard tried to scream, so I pushed harder, meaning to suffocate him and keep him quiet. The guard’s  helmet crumpled beneath my hands like a tin can, and I heard a dull, wet crack as his skull caved in. He spasmed once and lay still. I left my first confirmed kill behind as I stood.

      More noises from the nearby shacks tickled my ears. I knew what it meant. The villagers  had heard the fight. They were curious. I’d tried to keep the encounter quiet, but it hadn’t been quiet enough.

      I turned to tell Skrew to hide in the woods while I took care of the problem, but he was already gone. I spun all the way around looking for him, but the little bastard had ditched me the first chance he got. I didn’t blame him—not really. But he’d given me what seemed like his word. I wouldn’t be so trusting next time.

      I wasn’t sure how many vrak were coming, but it sounded like a lot. Twelve? Twenty, maybe?  I was unarmed and outnumbered.

      I looked to the guard I’d killed with my ax. I couldn’t see my newly acquired weapon, but it had to be nearby. Three leaping strides took me beyond the guard, and I crossed almost 10 yards. Lower gravity than I was used to? I didn't know, but I had no time to think about it.

      I turned around and put less strength into my steps as I returned to the vrak corpse. The guard’s eyeballs were bugging out of his head, and his tongue was swollen, lolling out of his mouth to one side. And, the sheet of metal he used as body armor was caved in like a meteor had hit it. An oblong meteor, about the length of the little ax I’d thrown at it.

      When I rolled the creature over, there was an exit wound about the same size of those I’d seen when firing old slug-launchers at metal plates. Several gouges in the dirt suggested my ax might have skittered somewhere. I followed the trail to a heap of trash but couldn’t see my weapon among the stinking pile of crap.

      I took a deep breath and backed toward the center of the clearing. If I was going to fight more than a dozen goblins, I’d need some room. I just hoped none of them had rifles.

      A pack of four-armed villagers emerged from the scrap metal buildings, looking more like zombies than aliens. They shuffled their feet and stopped at the edge of the clearing. They didn’t move. They didn’t attack. They simply stared at me. It was unnerving. There was no sign of a weapon among them, but that didn’t mean they weren’t hostile.

      More joined them until there was a crowd of at least 50. I looked around for something to defend myself with and thought about the cage, which had come apart easily enough. If they made any hostile movements, I’d try to rip the whole cage door off. I hoped it would be strong enough to last through five or six swings.

      But the villagers didn’t attack. Instead, they stared, holding each other in their four arms. It looked like they were embracing. I wasn’t sure if I’d be stuck there for a while, but it certainly wasn’t the kind of relationship I wanted to start with the locals.

      Then a little vrak with long hair and gaudy paint around her eyes, a female child, maybe, emerged from the crowd. She approached the downed guard and kicked him on the side of his head. The guard, of course, didn’t respond. A murmuring began to grow. Hushed whispers became a cacophony of noise, and I relaxed a bit. They weren’t acting like an angry mob. I’d killed two of their own, but they weren’t upset about it.

      The child shuffled over to me and held out a hand. Her palm was empty, and I wasn’t sure exactly what to do with it. Suddenly, she came closer, grabbed my left hand, and pressed it against her forehead. Then she smiled before running back to her parents among the crowd.

      “Hide!” Skrew appeared out of the trees. “More soldiers! They are coming! We must hide!”

      I didn’t have time to ask him why he’d run off and why he’d suddenly returned, because the crowd erupted into action. Four vrak began dragging the bodies of the guards away.

      Skrew grabbed my hand and practically hauled me after him. I got the picture, shook Skrew’s hand free, and dashed into the jungle.

      We slowed after a few seconds. Skrew was breathing hard, so I waited for him to catch up.

      I picked a spot far enough from a well-worn trail that if any of the aliens came looking for us, we could slip away before they got close. But the spot also provided a decent view of the clearing.

      A group of larger vrak in plate armor scanned the area around the torture cages and devices. They were illuminated by stick-like torches blazing white in their hands. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, and I could only see silhouettes now and then. But it looked as if our escape, and the death of the guards, had been concealed.

      They’re the same species, I mused. But when I killed two of them, they practically celebrated.

      If I had to hazard a guess, I’d have said the villagers were under some kind of regime, led by the fat vrak who’d sentenced Skrew to death in that little ceremony. And these armored guards were his soldiers. I’d just killed a pair of them and set a prisoner free. I couldn’t imagine the fat “chieftain” would send out a search party only to invite me into his home and feed me the vrak version of fine dining.

      I looked down at the small amulet still held in my fist. I wasn’t sure if it was a trophy, but I decided to treat it like one. I placed the loop over my neck and tucked the small object beneath my shirt.

      Several minutes later, the guards left, and the village was shrouded in darkness again.

      “You left me,” I whispered to Skrew. “I thought you’d run off—fled.”

      “Skrew did flee, and is sorry,” he said. “No phylac means okay to kill. Jacob holds phylac. Jacob holds life. Skrew will never leave unless Jacob says to.”

      That was a pretty powerful vow. One that no sane creature would make lightly, so I wasn’t sure I believed it. Skrew wasn’t what I would have called sane. But from the look in his eyes and the tone of his voice, it seemed he believed it. Good enough for me.

      “How far to shelter?” I asked.

      Skrew looked around, sniffed the air, and stared at the stars for a moment before answering. “Two hours. That way.” He lifted one arm to the left of where we’d entered the jungle. “But must go around town. Not safe to go through, no, not safe. Two hours moving slow. Half if running, but not if being chased, no. Then dead maybe.”

      “Two hours it is, then,” I said, though I didn’t think we had much risk of ending up dead.

      Skrew’s species had tamed part of the jungle. They were surviving. They had some form of government. But I wasn’t impressed with their fighting ability. Not yet, anyway. If provided with the opportunity, I might kill another guard or two using nothing but my fists. I felt like I needed the data. I needed to test their mettle and mine.

      

      You will be granted strength of our strength, memories of our memories, and knowledge from beyond.

      

      The words from the Lakunae whispered at me from somewhere far away. It might have been my memory. It might have been something closer. Either way, the message was loud and clear. The space squids had changed something within me, mentally and physically.

      I wondered whether I could survive a slug to the chest. Maybe I didn’t need that kind of data.  I’d only seen one vrak guard with a rifle; I just hoped he hadn’t joined the search party. Otherwise, I’d learn exactly how much the Lakunae’s little hyperspace experiment had changed my physiology.

      A few minutes later, we were skulking through the jungle again. I thought about sending out Skrew about 10 yards parallel me to act as a picket—someone to make sure nobody was trying to flank us if they knew we were coming. Then, I remembered how helpless he was, fleeing from battle like that. As a guide, I respected him, but whatever he was, my Martian upbringing told me he was no soldier.

      A sound froze me to the ground and raised goosebumps on my arms. I held my breath and heard it again. It was a scream, weak and shrill. It didn’t sound like one of the vrak. It sounded human.

      “We need to go,” Skrew hissed.

      “Is that a human?” I asked.

      He made a face, shook his head, and waved a hand dismissively.

      “Is that a human?” I growled, grabbing him by one of his arms. “Does she look more like me than you?”

      “Yes,” he hissed as he struggled to get away.

      She could be from the Revenge. A female crew member who’d landed on this planet like me. Except she hadn’t managed to keep herself safe from its inhabitants.

      “She is slave,” Skrew said. “She does not matter. She is owned by mean Cobble. Many months now. Part of Cobbles’ furniture.”

      Then she wasn’t from the Revenge. Still, I couldn’t move on. Not when I’d heard that dreaded word. Slave. It drove an icicle through my heart.

      I turned my head toward where the woman’s voice had come from.

      You’ve made a clean break, a voice whispered in my head. You’re on your way to shelter. You’re a survivor.

      But I was also a man. There was a lot I could tolerate, but torture and slavery were two things I couldn't live with. They were the only things I’d never live with.

      “No rescue,” Skrew said as he stepped front of me. He was showing all his tiny rows of sharp teeth in what I guessed was the vrak version of a smile. “We go, yes? To shelter. Nice and snuggly. The shelter is warm. Is safe. Yes?”

      “Yes,” I said, “right after I go rescue that woman.”

      “No!” Skrew said, waving all four of his arms. “No need to save. No can save. Female is ugly. Old and ugly. Has big thing on face. Mouth is tiny, disgusting tiny. Flesh is pink. Skin is smooth. Eyes are big and bright.” He shuddered and gagged.

      I brushed the sniveling vrak aside and crept toward the sound.

      “Uh, Skrew wait here, yes? Keep watch.”

      Sure, whatever.

      The scrap metal hut was larger than most of the others and had more trash piled on top as well. I began to suspect that the larger the pile of trash, the more wealthy the inhabitant. If his slave counted for any significant amount of wealth, he was about to go bankrupt. He’d be lucky if I didn’t pull his head off and shove it right up his… whatever the vrak had for assholes. I wasn’t sure if the Lakunae had given me enough strength for such a maneuver, but I was willing to give it a shot.

      I didn’t see any vrak around, so I moved right up to the wall facing the jungle and put my ear against the corrugated metal. Inside, I heard the deep, growling voice of a vrak and some very human whimpering. There were little holes in the metal wall, so I moved from one to another, searching for one that would give me a decent view of the interior.

      I saw her. She was covered head to toe in old rags someone had hastily sewn together into a poor imitation of clothing. She held a hand toward something to my left inside the room, something I couldn’t see. There was only one thing it could be.

      When the tip of a short whip passed in front of my vision, I gritted my teeth and clenched my fists. I estimated the location of the whip-wielding slave-owner based on the length of the whip, how it swung, the average height of the other vrak I’d observed. I took a half-step to the left and drew my clenched fist back. Now was the time to gather some hard data on the limits of my strength. It might hurt, but it would be incredibly satisfying if it worked.

      I grunted as I punched clean through the wall and grabbed a fistful of vrak-junk. I hadn’t been sure that was where they kept their bits, but the high-pitched squeal told me that what I had in my hand was 100% pure vrak tenderloin. Oh, and would it be tender.

      I pulled hard, and the whole sheet of iron came loose with a single haul backward. I’d wanted to pull the slave owner through the wall, but this was good enough. I still held him by his junk, so I dropped him and pulled the iron wall off my arm.

      I hadn’t made a lot of noise, and the vrak slaver sounded like he was trying to breath through a straw. I took one look at him and considered sparing his life for half a second before I approached him.

      “Human fool will die,” he managed to say as he clutched his mangled junk.

      “Not by your hands,” I said as I lifted a foot above his head. “Or your whip.”

      I slammed my foot down, and the slaver wasn’t fast enough to avoid my boot. His skull popped against the ground as his limbs made a final twitch.

      “Take my hand,” I said, taking a step toward the woman inside the hut.

      Her face was hidden in shadow despite the small fire burning in the middle of the hut under a cooking pot. She took my offered hand, tried to stand, and gasped in pain. I offered her my other hand, but before she could take it, another alien called from the adjoining hut.

      “Slave, stop making noise! I am needing to sleep!”

      I scooped her up and tossed her over my shoulder as carefully as I could. She gasped but didn’t fight back. She felt light, thin, and frail.

      I ran toward the jungle, abandoning stealth, hoping speed would get us out of trouble. Skrew was beside a tree, motioning to me in some kind of weird sign-language I couldn’t understand.

      “What?” I asked once I’d reached him.

      “Guards! They are coming. Mean Cobble is Chief of Guards. And Jacob splattered his brains. Guards are coming!” Then he looked up at the woman I held over my shoulder, gagged, and scampered deeper into the woods.

      I followed the sprinting vrak, trusting him to lead us somewhere safe or somewhere defensible at least.

      We ran headlong into the dark and cut through a stream a few times in hopes that the guards lose our tracks. Vines, brambles, and more than one sky-spider attempted to accost us along the way. I could have gone on for another hour, maybe two, but Skrew reached a point where he could barely walk.

      We paused in an oblong clearing about seven yards wide. The ground was soft, but rocks poked through here and there. The tree branches were low enough to climb, but I wouldn’t be climbing any that night. I’d be fighting, and I’d win, or I’d die. Either way, I would not release the woman back into slavery. It wasn’t clear if she was Martian, Terran, or something else entirely. But she was close enough to my own species that I didn’t care. I didn’t know how many years she had left, but I’d make sure she got to count all of them as a free person.

      I lifted her from my shoulder and placed her as gently as possible into the highest branch I could reach. She wrapped one arm around the trunk of the tree and curled her legs around the branch she was sitting on.

      “Stay there,” I whispered. “No matter what happens, stay there and stay quiet. Do you understand?”

      She nodded as her wide eyes stared at me from under her hood.

      I turned around, looking for Skrew, and caught sight of him scaling another tree. He was clumsy, but so long as he didn’t fall and break his neck, I wouldn’t be out of a guide.

      White pinpoints of light drew near and moved with purpose. It seemed the guards knew exactly where we were. I wondered how they’d followed us and suspected they had a sense of smell like a canine. There were enough of them that even with our attempts to lose them, they still could have tracked us.

      The lights came closer, sparkling like distant stars through the trees, vines, and other vegetation. The woman shifted a little, and I looked over my shoulder. She was staring straight at me, but there was no sign of fear or sound of whimpering. She was strong.

      I’d saved her, but I’d also just hamstrung myself. I’d taken on a responsibility that would hinder my ability to survive.

      I taught my students that survival was the first priority. The second priority was helping the others in their unit survive. If they ever mixed those two up—started watching out for others before themselves—both they and their fellow squadmates were likely to die.

      Likewise, lifeguards were trained to subdue drowning people; otherwise, they could be dragged beneath the water themselves. If that happened, both would die, all because the professional worried about the other person more than themselves. The same was true in survival… and I’d broken the rule.

      Why? Had the Lakunae done something to my mind? No, that couldn’t be it. Freeing Skrew and rescuing the woman had been my own choice, not a foreign motivation implanted in my mind by the squids.

      The first guard emerged into the small clearing holding one of the torches. The light source restricted my night vision and made it almost impossible to make out my enemies. When another, then two more, and what looked like 10 more, emerged, the light had me completely blinded. So, I quit relying on my eyes, closed them, and listened.

      “You,” a guard growled, “have committed high crime. You have invited torture, pain, and death. Surrender now and return slave to me.”

      It seemed that barely intelligible words wasn’t a trait of their species. I figured Skrew’s namesake might have actually had some truth to it.

      I understood their language well enough, so I searched for the most insulting word I could think of. When I found it, I displayed one finger on each hand and spat the word in the direction of the threatening voice. I must have picked the right one because there were gasps from the other guards before several of them charged.

      I listened as time seemed to slow. I knew how tall their kind were. I knew how long their strides were.

      One step. They’d be close, but not close enough.

      Two steps. Close, but just a little bit closer.

      Just before the third step landed, I dropped to the ground and swept out hard with my foot. I felt three impacts, heard bones snap, and allowed the sweep to spin me all the way around until I was back on my feet. I opened my eyes and found three vrak casualties screaming on the ground, clutching their broken legs.

      It was a good start.

      The lights threatened to blind me as I picked a screaming guard up by his head and tossed him toward one of the torches. There was a wet thump as the guard I’d thrown collided with one of his friends. A torch spun twice in the air and fell to the ground. The light wasn’t so blinding now that I’d neutralized four vraks carrying torches.

      I snatched another screaming guard at my feet just as I heard the ominous whir of capacitors charging. They’d brought a rifle. Maybe more than one. Instead of tossing the guard, I used him as a meat-shield and charged toward the sound of death.

      A guard with a rifle fired a panicked shot over my head, barely missing his comrade in front of me. The next time, they met was a bone-crunching reunion.

      Another rifle-wielding guard didn’t start charging it until I’d killed the first one. His fault, not mine. He was hiding behind a nearby trunk, so I pushed hard against the tree, and it gave way under my newfound strength. His torch flickered out as the weight of the trunk turned his skeleton into mulch.

      Another vrak charged me with claws so long they could have been knives. He swung his taloned hand in a wide arc. I caught his wrist, stopping his attack mid-swing. I used his hand to play the old “quit punching yourself” game. His talons raked over his own face, and the guard went down in a heap. His face looked like a pizza someone had beaten to death with a bicycle chain.

      I heard the old woman gasp and turned to see her standing on a lengthy branch. She was staring at me from beneath her hood. She probably thought I was some kind of monster, destroying these aliens with my bare hands, and I would have agreed. Except the Lakunae’s gift had just saved our lives, and it would keep saving them until I dealt with every last one of these guards.

      They hadn’t made another move. They were all watching me like the woman. They gestured and challenged each other to fight me. I’d taken out the only ones with rifles, and all they had now were long knives made of scrap metal.

      Two guards finally took up the challenge and charged me, their shadows giving them away long before they could close the distance. I rolled backward and heard their knives cut the air above me before I landed on my feet.

      One turned to face me. The other was looking up into the tree the old woman was hiding in.

      “No!” I roared.

      The first guard snarled at me as he held up a clawed hand. His tiny eyes widened when I went straight for him instead of trying to evade his filthy claws.

      He stabbed straight at me, but I saw it coming, bent backward, allowed my feet to slide, and caught his arm with my hand. I kicked him in the stomach hard—too hard, I guessed. He shot backward like he’d just been ejected from a cannon. I stopped my slide with my heels and came cleanly to a standing position.

      I hadn’t even broken a sweat. If I kept this up, I’d probably have to start worshipping the Lakunae like Colonel Goswin did.

      Fat chance.

      The other guard must have thought his comrade had killed me because he didn't even turn his head as I marched toward him. He harassed the old woman, taunting her with his knife-like claws. I focused my anger on the coward and charged. The guard froze, dropped his hands in act of submission, and whimpered. I almost felt bad for him… almost.

      The guard squeaked when I grabbed his neck and lifted him from the ground. He gave up his plea for mercy and punched me with two of his fists. His other two were busy trying to loosen my fingers enough to breathe. I squeezed, watched his eyes bug out, and felt his spine crunch under his thick flesh.

      I didn’t feel bad. Not even a little. This was my duty as a Martian.

      Suddenly, the rest of the guards grew some balls. My guess was that since ones and twos didn’t work, they thought that an all-out attack would overpower me.

      I waited. It was as though I could sense how far away they were. I could hear every footstep, every breath, and every foot stomping the undergrowth.

      They were five paces away. I held my breath.

      Four. My knuckles whitened as I clenched them into fists.

      Three. I planted my feet, twisted my torso, and swung the dead vrak.

      Rather than act as a baseball bat, the corpse’s body tore loose from its head. As I clutched the mangled skull in my hands, the body smashed into two of the guards. They were torn from their feet, and, before they could stand, I delivered two swift jabs that punctured their skulls.

      With the corpse’s head still in my hand, I tossed it at a vrak who’d thought he could get me from behind. The head caught the surprised vrak square in his stomach, and it knocked him over like a pin in an old-fashioned bowling alley.

      Four of the five remaining guards jumped on me and started climbing me like spider monkeys. I started tearing them off before one of them could sink a claw into me. I grabbed one in my left hand, and another in my right, before I smashed their heads together like a pair of coconuts. Well, I’d never actually seen coconuts except for in holovids, but their skulls certainly shattered like I’d seen in the movies.

      I snatched another vrak by the head before he could drive his claws into my side. I pulled him apart like a piece of candy. His top half and bottom half came away in a shower of blood. The final vrak must have gotten the picture, because he unlatched himself from me and started to sprint away. I picked up a small stone, almost a third the size of my palm, and pulled my arm back. I closed one eye, took aim, and hurled it toward the fleeing vrak. The stone smashed into his spine and punched out the other side.

      Who needed rifles when every object was a weapon? I’d have to thank the Lakunae if I ever saw them again. I figured a silent prayer wouldn’t cover it.

      Somewhere behind me, I heard Skrew cheer and use a word so foul it was usually reserved for special occasions. I guessed the occasion was special enough.

      There was one other vrak guard remaining, but he’d vanished. I saw no sign of him, but I could smell his sweat. It was sweet and almost pleasant, which was all kinds of weird. I followed the scent to a tree and circled around it.

      “Stay there, pink-skin!” he cried as he raised a rifle. He hadn’t had a firearm before, so I figured he’d grabbed it from a fallen comrade. His hands were shaking as he raised it. By the unsure look in his eyes and the way he held the weapon, it was probably the first time he’d handled a rifle. One shot, and he’d probably lose an eye from the recoil. The training among the vrak guard regiment was abysmal.

      I doubted he’d even be able to hit me, but I’d seen half-blind men get lucky at the range.

      The vrak stared back at me, and the longer we stood there, the more his hands trembled. I took a step toward him and bared my teeth like a hungry carnivore.  He whimpered and dropped the rifle.

      I considered sparing him and tying him up so that the search party could find him later, but then he had a surge of courage. He swung a clawed hand for my face, and I swatted it away. The mere act of deflecting his blow popped his arm from his socket, and I delivered a punch of my own. My fist caved in his skull like paper and splattered brains over the jungle floor.

      “Jacob be strong!” Skrew pumped all four of his fists as he emerged from behind a tree.

      You got that right.

      I’d cleaned up these vrak like they were cattle at the slaughter. I almost felt bad for them, but then the old woman dropped down from the tree. She’d been a slave for months, and yet she’d still had the strength to climb and hide.

      There was something about her, but I couldn’t quite place it. Her face was hidden behind her hood, so I couldn’t see her expression. I couldn’t tell whether she was frightened of me, but from the way she glanced over the jungle floor, bloodied and smattered with a collection of vrak body parts, I figured she was absolutely terrified.

      Note to self: next time you rescue someone, try not to make yourself seem like a worse monster than the slaver you rescued them from.

      Still, the brutality had served its purpose, and it would continue to serve me. This new strength would help me find any members of the Revenge that were stranded on this planet. The Lakunae hadn’t lied about their “gift,” so maybe they’d also been truthful about wanting to bring peace to our universe.

      Only time would tell.

      “Strong!” Skrew repeated, and this time, he wrapped his hands around my bicep.

      I tore my arm free and gave him a light shove. I barely used any force, but the vrak toppled head over heels through the detritus.

      “Strong!” Skrew gave me a sharp-toothed grin as he sat upright.

      Oh, boy. I hoped the crazy vrak turned out to be one hell of a guide.
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      I took a little time to wash my hands and face in a stream before heading back to the small clearing. I didn’t want the old woman to suffer even more distress because of my appearance. I had more vrak blood on me than I thought that many of them could hold. They weren’t that big, after all. It turned out out the vrak weren’t just vicious; they were also kind of juicy.

      I stared into the stream and saw no difference in my appearance, but I definitely wasn’t what I used to be. My experience with the Lakunae had been real… somehow. I had strength, speed, and knowledge. But their gifts hadn’t come without strings attached.

      I wasn’t sure what it meant, but I remembered what they told me. They wanted to enter this universe, and they wanted me to be the man opening the door. One thing I knew for certain: there was no such thing as a free lunch. I filed that thought away for later.

      A few minutes later, I was as clean as I was going to get. I hurried back to the clearing and found Skrew whacking one of the dead guards with a stick. He probably needed to get his aggression out, so I left him to it and turned my attention to the old woman who’d climbed a tree again. She must decided it was better to hang around the foliage than on the ground with a bunch of corpses. And Skrew. I couldn’t say I blamed her.

      “We’re safe now,” I said as I raised my hands to help her down. She stared at me from the darkness of her hood. “It’s okay,” I whispered. “I got all of them. There are none left to return to the village. But a search party might come soon. We need to leave here. Please, come down.”

      She leaned forward, trusting me to catch her, which I easily did. The poor old lady was shaking and breathing hard. I hadn’t been able to wash all the blood off my clothes, and they were ripped in a couple of places. It could have been the violence that caused her to tremble like this, or the proximity to her dead tormentors, or something else. I wasn’t sure, so I did the only thing I felt I could do. I held her to my chest and allowed her to be silent. She’d talk when she was ready. I had no idea what her captor had done to her, so I wasn’t going to rush it. She could take all the time she needed.

      “Skrew,” I said. “Quit playing with that thing and lead us to your hidey-hole. She needs to get some sleep.”

      Skrew looked up from the mess of a guard and frowned at the bundle of rags in my arms. “Skrew does as he is told. This way.”

      Before I followed him, I examined the vrak rifle again. It was far too risky of a weapon to fire with any reliability. Closer inspection confirmed my earlier suspicion that the firearm would also be likely to backfire or explode in my hands. Whether I liked it or not, I would have to continue without a weapon.

      With Skrew in the lead, I held the old woman in my arms while we walked for hours through the almost endless jungle. I was amazed at my own strength and endurance. I could have carried her before, but not for hours.

      Along the way, I kept a wary eye out for threats but also thought about what I needed to do. I wanted to search out the crew of the Revenge, but I had more pressing concerns. Shelter, water, food, and rest for the old woman and myself. Skrew seemed as if he had an endless supply for energy, skipping around and reenacting the fight with the guards. At first, I smiled, but then I started growing tired of his antics. He stopped only after I threatened to pick him up and throw him halfway across the jungle.

      As the night gave way to day, the jungle became a rainforest of rocks and steep hills. A short while later, Skrew turned around and pointed at a bush. “We’re here!”

      “You’re kidding,” I said. “What are we meant to do with that?”

      “No kidding. This is Skrew’s hidey-hole! It is safe. It is dry. It is good for sleeping and not getting eaten by crawly-things. It is not tall. It is not wide. But it is mine. Jacob does not like?”

      “It’s a bush,” I said, wondering if I could trust him to watch the woman while I went to look for a more secure place to rest. Even though I hadn’t slept for about three days, I didn’t feel at all tired. But the woman clearly needed to sleep. She’d managed to doze while I carried her, but the walk through the jungle had been rough at times, and she’d often woken with a start.

      “Is disguise.” Skrew pulled the bush, and it slid out of the way on small metal wheels, revealing a dry cave. In the back, I could see the outlines of what looked like cloths, probably used as blankets, and a couple of bags. There were also several water skins, though they were flat and appeared to be empty.

      The cave entrance was narrow. Barely a yard wide and almost as tall. There was no way all three of us were going to fit in there and be able to get some sleep. I had to make a choice. Either Skrew could camp out in the woods, or I could.

      “Jacob fought all the guards!” Skrew whispered. “He did this and that!” The vrak demonstrated what I’d done with karate-like movements. He must have thought he could replay his routine since we’d arrived.

      “I was there,” I growled, “I know.” I tried to ignore him as I put the old woman down. She sat there, unmoving and shaking.

      “Then Jacob smashed the two noggins together like kako shells! Bonk! It was amaze! Skrew never saw thing like it before! It was such gore and pain!” He cackled madly at his own recollection.

      “Skrew!” I shouted. I immediately regretted it when the old woman flinched at my raised voice.

      “Yes?” Skrew said, arms frozen in a sort-of-karate position.

      “We need food. Something she and I can eat. It’s important. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” Skrew said, dark eyes becoming round. “Skrew will do this for Jacob. How much food?”

      I thought about how much time I needed without him and the possibility that he might find something right away. I did a little math and came up with an answer. “Three days’ worth. Four if you can manage.”

      Skrew frowned. It was the biggest vrak frown I’d ever seen. “But that could take Skrew a whole day.”

      “Then, you’d better get started,” I said without looking at him.

      “Skrew will do as Master says,” he confirmed before walking away.

      “Master?” Did he call me “Master?” I turned to ask him about it when the old woman made a sound of pain.

      I turned back and found her inspecting her left forearm. She had bruises all the way from her thumb to her elbow. Her skin was remarkably smooth, and I started to wonder if Skrew’s description of her ugliness had been entirely accurate.

      I climbed into the cave, tore a piece of fabric from one of the blankets and sat at her side. “I need to clean you up a bit to check for injuries—see if you have anything serious. Will you let me?”

      “You killed my master,” she said. “You are my new master.” Her accent was strange to me. Some people rolled their R’s when they spoke. She rolled several letters and added the sound in places I hadn’t expected. I found it intriguing, charming, and exotic.

      “I’m not your master,” I said, taking her hand in mine. “I’m nobody’s master. Don’t listen to Skrew. He’s crazy.”

      “You are not my master?”

      “No. Nobody is your master. You are free.” I tried to sound as authoritative as I could without coming off as intimidating. I didn't want to scare her, but I wanted her to know it was true.

      “May I remove my hood?” she asked, sounding hopeful.

      “Remove it or not; it’s up to you,” I reminded her. “You are your own woman. You can do what I say or not. You won’t get punished. I won’t hurt you.” I let go of her hands and lowered mine to my sides, trying to emphasize the point.

      She reached up with both filthy hands and pulled the hood of her rags back to reveal something more shocking than I’d been prepared to see. I made a mental note to learn more about Skrew’s definition of beauty because his and mine were nothing alike.

      Her hair was so blonde, it was almost white, but there wasn’t a wrinkle on her face. Her skin was as white as ivory, and her eyes were as blue as the seas of Deepwater. She was thin but not sickly, and she trembled a little when I stroked her hand with the wet cloth, cleaning it so I could see her injuries. She was also definitely human.

      Thin scars crossed her fingers, and I found a few on the backs of her hands. They didn’t look like wounds from fighting or even abuse. They were from working with primitive tools. I hadn’t noticed any tools when I’d rescued her from Cobble and ruined any chance he had at becoming a famous vrak baritone singer.

      The only fresh wounds I found were on her knuckles. I’d been in enough fights to see the wounds for what they were. I hoped the scabs had been earned beating her captor to a pulp and wondered if that was why he’d been so angry with her.

      “I am free,” she whispered. “I am not a slave.” Her eyes were unfocused, staring at a point in the sky a million miles away as if she was dreaming or remembering something long forgotten.

      “That’s right,” I said. “May I see your arms?”

      She offered her left arm first, holding the wide sleeve with her opposite hand while I used a little water to rinse the dirt from the cloth. The robe, it seemed, was more function than fashion. A one-size-fits-all-slaves variety of outerwear. When I lifted my eyes to see her arm, I had to stifle a gasp.

      Bruises. To the untrained eye, the patchwork of purple, yellow, and brown might resemble some kind of horrible disease, slowly eating away at her otherwise beautiful arm. But no, they were definitely bruises.

      I’d spent a year of my career training at the Ricci-8 penal colony as a medic. It was good training, and the prisoners there deserved the harsh conditions they subjected one another to. I’d learned to stitch and seal knife wounds, to identify blunt force trauma, and how to conduct advanced life-saving measures with minimal equipment or support. The kind of injuries I saw on this worman were from hard, constant pressure like a vrak might do by squeezing with a powerful three-fingered fist.

      The bruises were layered. Some were almost healed, while others were no more than a day or two old. There were patches of red skin that made her flinch when I brushed them with the cool cloth.

      “How long were you a slave?” I asked. I felt the need to say something, rather than sitting in silence, but I wasn’t sure she wanted to talk.

      “I don’t know,” she whispered. “At least three moons. Maybe four.”

      On Mars, a single “moon” was roughly equivalent to 30 days. Living four moons as a slave was almost beyond my imagination. I didn’t know how long moons were on this planet, but it seemed like she’d been a slave for a whole lot longer than 120 days.

      After cleaning and inspecting her left arm, I motioned for her to pull the sleeve of her right arm up. It was just as bad as the other one. She had to be in a lot of pain, but she was tough and did her best to hide it.

      I thought again of the Federation, my home, and imagined leading the task force who would later invade this planet and free any slaves we could find.

      “Why did you release me?” she asked. “Am I not pleasing to you?”

      The question shocked me like a miswired toilet-paper dispenser. “What do you mean?” I asked. “I find you… very pleasing.” I wasn’t kidding. I was trying to remain clinical as I inspected her wounds. And though the bruises were ugly and shocking, they didn’t detract from her beauty. Nor did they diminish the stoic pride or assertive power in her eyes.

      “It is the way of things,” she continued, “that slaves do not get freed. Not even when our master dies. We are burned with him so that we will be slaves forever. But you freed me. You released me. Why?”

      I didn’t make eye contact. I was still trying to remain clinical, inspecting her for anything more serious than bruising. She had scars resembling those caused by a whip. Either she’d been beaten a lot and used her right arm to protect her body, or the vrak had learned to make what ancient humans would have referred to as a “cat of nine tails.”

      “Because slavery is wrong under any circumstance,” I said, still inspecting and cleaning her arm.

      “But you have a slave.”

      I raised my eyes to meet hers. Her expression was one of concern and confusion. I imagined my own was similar. “No, I don’t,” I said. “I abhor slavery in all its forms.”

      “But the vrak.” She motioned in the direction Skrew had left. “He is your slave.”

      “No, he’s not,” I said, growing impatient. I took a deep breath. It was obvious to me the woman would take time to adjust to her freedom.

      She pursed her lips together, squinted one eye, and wrinkled her perfect, little nose. My heart melted. It was the most amusing, charming expression I’d ever seen. It was a look of innocence and youth. She had to be at least in her early 20s, though. Maybe as old as 25. I resisted the urge to smile at her, considering the seriousness of the conversation.

      “Did he not give you his phylac?” she asked.

      I felt its weight around my neck. It suddenly felt oppressive, heavy, and suffocating.

      Using only my thumb, I lifted the string over my head and held the small object in front of my eyes.

      “You are a master,” she whispered.

      I was almost at a loss for words. I tried to speak but found my throat suddenly parched. I felt defensive, formulated justifications and counter-arguments, but the sad look in her eyes smothered the small brushfires threatening to consume me from the inside.

      “I didn’t know,” was all I could manage.

      She studied my face for several seconds. Her eyes held me firmly in a powerful grasp I couldn’t escape, even if I’d wanted to. I felt that I owed her an explanation, but I didn’t know if she would understand. She might think me a babbling idiot… or a liar.

      She leaned forward and took my left hand, the one holding the damp cloth, in both of hers. She removed the cloth, placed it on the ground, and inspected my hand. She ran one beautiful finger across the calluses on my palm, sending goosebumps running up my arm. It took every ounce of self-control I could muster not to growl with pleasure.

      On the back of my hand, she found a few old scars. One was a plasma burn I’d received when rescuing a fellow Marine from a critical powerplant failure. He’d suffered a career-ending set of injuries, but he’d lived, and he and his bride had both thanked me later. I heard they had a child and had named him after me.

      The second, the one that seemed to capture her interest even more, was from a battle to free the city of Bramon on Sigma. It was my first introduction to the Xeno’s ootheca egg sacs. The acid had left pits in my skin, and the wounds had taken a long time to heal.

      The third scar was on the big knuckle of my middle finger. I’d earned that one knocking two teeth out of a man I caught trying to mug someone. It was a scar from fighting. When the woman’s wounds healed, it would be a scar we had in common.

      After performing a similar inspection on my other hand, she held onto it and looked me in the eye. “Who are your people?”

      “My people are called ‘Martians,’” I said. “We are from the planet Mars, in the Sol system.”

      She made the wrinkled-nose face again, and I wanted to laugh. “I have never heard of Martians,” she said. “Do your people keep slaves?”

      “No. We never have. We don’t like slavery.”

      “Then why do you have the vrak’s phylac?”

      “Because he was going to be tortured to death,” I explained.

      She had to have known what was happening in the village near the shack I’d rescued her from. She couldn’t have been that isolated, could she? The whole line of questioning was beginning to make me uncomfortable, and I hadn’t finished my examination.

      I picked the cloth back up, wet it, and brought it to her face. She leaned toward me to make my task easier. Damn, she was pretty. I was having trouble staying focused as I cleaned the grime from her beautiful forehead and cheeks.

      “Torture is the way of the Sitar,” she said. “It is the law. It is their way.”

      That wasn’t a name I’d heard before. I didn’t know what Sitar meant, but it sounded sinister. It sounded like a group of people I had no chance of getting along with.

      “Like I said,” I began, applying the most serious tone to my words, “I am a Martian, and I follow Martian law.”

      We sat in silence for the next several minutes as I cleaned the dirt from her face. I didn’t find any new injuries until I began cleaning her neck. She’d been choked. A lot. I gritted my teeth at the sight and did my best to stifle a curse. I was concerned that if she sensed my anger, she might become afraid of me. Or, because of my new strength, I might accidentally hurt her. I didn’t want either to happen.

      “My people are called Ish-nul,” she said. “It means The People. We also have our own laws. We do not keep slaves. We farm. We gather. We make war with the vrak when we can. But mostly, we hide from the Sitar.”

      “Who are the Sitar?” I asked.

      The question became irrelevant when she stretched her leg out and pulled up the end of her robe. Her leg was bruised, just like her arms. The vrak, at least one of them, seemed to take great pleasure in beating humans. I didn’t know how many were slavers, but I wondered if beating them like they beat their slaves wouldn’t be more than fair. Then I reminded myself that I was a Martian, and though revenge was acceptable, torture was not. I’d end them, but I would not beat them to death.

      Her legs were unshaven. It didn’t look like she’d ever shaved, but the hairs were short, fine, and soft. I was as gentle as I could manage. Her legs weren’t as dirty as the rest of her, and I couldn’t help but admire them. She didn’t appear to be a warrior, but she was used to hard work.

      I stroked her leg as gently as I could and noticed she wasn’t flinching anymore.

      “You are different from most men,” she whispered. “You’re a warrior, but something else, too. The warriors of my people —”

      I’d grown distracted by the sound of her voice and her soft, strong leg in my hands. I’d been too rough with her. “Sorry,” I said. “Tell me more.”

      She offered me her other leg but didn’t pull her robe back down over the first. I wasn’t sure what it meant in her culture, but in mine, the message was loud and clear. I tried not to get my hopes up. She’d been through a lot, and it might have just been a reaction to the stress.

      What could I do? I obliged her request to clean her other leg. I took my time, teasing it out as I rinsed the dirt from the cloth and wet it again, absently wondering if something else might be getting wet at the same time.

      Her other leg was just as badly bruised as the other. Horror flickered inside of me again. There should be no slaves—ever. Human history was festooned with bad examples, but we’d learned. We’d overcome the primitive thinking of one person owning another. I’d read about it. I’d even witnessed it once among some pirates who were trying to revive the practice. But I’d never seen such violence against an innocent, one considered property by another. And honestly, one so beautiful and stoic as the woman before me.

      A thought struck me. “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “I am called Enra,” she said. “It means—”

      “Morning,” I finished.

      The way she’d said it—the way her mouth moved and how she rolled the syllable—nearly caused me to grasp her legs tightly with both hands. I resisted and was glad for it. I was stronger now. I had to be gentle. And with Enra, I wanted to ensure she felt safe in my presence.

      My self-imposed chastity had ended with Reaver before the mission had begun. The emotions and feelings that Reaver and I had shared had awoken something inside me. So many years without the pleasure of a woman had bubbled over on that day.

      But I couldn’t exactly fulfil my desires now. Not with a woman whom I’d just rescued from her alien owner.

      Except Enra seemed like she wanted me. Maybe more than that. It seemed like she needed me. She must not have felt comfort for some time, and it made sense that she would seek it out with the man who’d rescued her.

      Still, I wasn’t entirely sure of her intentions. Before Reaver, it had been a long while since I’d engaged in flirtatious behavior with any woman.

      I needed to know if I was understanding the unspoken words between us, so I got on my knees and scooted closer to her. She spread her legs wide. She was receptive.

      I rinsed the cloth out again, found the knotted string holding the top of her robe closed and began to work at the knot. As I did, she studied my face. I pretended that I didn’t notice her heavy breathing, the way she licked her lips, and the way her breasts pressed against the tattered robe.

      I didn’t want to ruin the only piece of clothing she had, but if the knot had been tied purposefully that way, I had no idea how to undo it. She must have noticed my frustration, because she took my hands in hers, brushed them against her cheek, and deftly untied the knot herself.

      The lusty look in her eyes, how hard she was breathing, and the sheen of sweat on her top lip told me she was eager. I’d barely touched her, but the trembles of pleasure in her limbs were unmistakable.

      I set the cloth on her leg to keep it out of the dirt and pulled at the robe near her shoulders. I hadn’t known there were so few bindings. When I let go, the rags fell to her waist, revealing a perfect set of breasts, with pink, erect nipples, and the body of an athlete. I gasped. I couldn’t help it. I hadn’t even realized I’d done it until one corner of her perfect lips turned up. She’d noticed, and she was pleased.

      I couldn’t stand it any longer. I ran a finger from her cheek, between her breasts, down her stomach, and stopped when I found another knot. I made like I wanted to untie it. Instead, she grabbed both sides of her robe and broke the last two strings holding her robe together.

      “I want you,” she whispered. “Now.”

      She tugged at my uniform, trying to figure out how to undo my belt. With one hand, I unbuckled it and removed everything beneath it. With the other, I explored her body. I started with her breasts, which were round, full, and silky-soft. I ran my hand down her muscled stomach and discovered that it was unlikely she’d ever shaved anything. When I found her folds, she thrust her pelvis against my hand, gasping in pleasure.

      That settled it, then. I picked her up, carried her to the cave, and we lost ourselves in a primal, instinctual kind of comfort.

      Afterward, I lay on my back, and Enra had one leg straddled over me.

      “Will you take me back to my people, the Ish-Nul?” she asked. “I miss them. They are probably looking for me.”

      “Yes, of course,” I whispered. I wondered if this was her way of saying goodbye.

      “And maybe you can stay for a while? Or visit? Often?”

      I smiled into the darkness. “And what would I do if I stayed or visited?”

      “Me,” she purred.

      The bush concealing the cave entrance moved aside, and we both jumped a little. A vrak-shaped silhouette filled the mouth of the cave, and Skrew’s whiny voice filled my ears.

      “Skrew brought—what are you doing?” he hissed. “No, please tell Jacob didn’t—” He couldn’t finish his thought because he started gagging. I heard him stagger a short distance away. Between gags, he managed to squeak out words like “gross,” “disgusting,” and “horrifying.”

      “Thanks, Skrew,” I growled.

      Enra giggled, nuzzled my neck, and whispered, “Maybe he will stay away longer if you take me again.”

      She didn’t need to tell me twice.
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      The next morning, I was woken by the sound of bird-like creatures fluttering and skittering through the trees outside the cave. I took a deep breath and noticed the sweet scent of Enra’s hair as she curled up in front of me between the blankets. In the late hours of the night, she’d shown me to a nearby natural pool to bathe in, and she’d gathered flowers to scent her hair. Now, her body radiated warmth as she clutched my hand between hers and pressed my fingers against her soft breasts.

      As much as I enjoyed the moment, something was wrong. I felt another presence in the cave as well. It was warm. And it had its hand around my waist.

      “Skrew?” I said through gritted teeth.

      “Hmm?” he responded.

      “If you don’t get out of this cave in two seconds, I’m going to rip your arm off and beat you to death with it.”

      Skrew yawned and stretched. “How long is two seconds?”

      I rolled over as fast as I could, meaning to strangle him until he was half dead. Then I meant to allow him to recover before doing it again. Corporal punishment was something I was familiar with. Skrew vanished in an instant, and it turned out a scared vrak was even faster than an angry—

      I paused in the middle of the thought. An angry what? Was I still human? Was I an alien? Something in-between? Was there even a word for it yet?

      I left the questions aside as I searched for my clothes. I found them just outside the cave entrance. It had rained during the night, so they were cold and wet. Enra joined me outside, still naked, and stretched both arms toward the sky.

      Damn, she looks even better in the daylight.

      She caught me looking, put her hands on her waist, and gave me a shy smile. She pulled her robe over her shoulders and worked at the short strings to get the rags tied again. She tugged gently at the edges a moment later and nodded in satisfaction.

      In the meantime, I’d also dressed and was grateful for the cold clothes against my body. The temperature was already beginning to rise, and the evaporating water would help keep me cool for a while.

      Enra worked the edge of her hood, lifted it halfway onto her head, paused, and looked at me. “I don’t care if Skrew says I am ugly. I know you do not think I am ugly.” She smiled, revealing her perfect, white teeth, and my heart melted again.

      “Which way to your people?” I asked.

      Enra was the first human I’d met on this alien planet. A village or tribe would provide a good temporary base of operations and an opportunity to gain more intel.  I’d discover more about this planet by taking Enra back to the Ish-Nul and have a far better chance of finding the lost crew members under my command.

      Although I’d assumed the temperature would continue to rise, the further we traveled, the colder the air became. As the jungle gave way to forest, the sky took on the color of steel. Gone were the tropical leaves and drooping branches. They were replaced by tall, straight conifers a hundred meters high—some taller than that. It was a marked difference from the jungle I’d first appeared in.

      Some of the trees were 30 feet wide. I guessed the biggest could have been a few thousand years old—maybe older. None of the species looked familiar to me, but they all resembled the trees in the domed greenhouses on Mars. The major difference besides their size was their color. Where evergreens still had green needles, brown trunks, and colorful lichen attached here and there, the forest I found myself in was devoid of all color except black, white, and various shades of gray. This planet’s flora and fauna was truly a patchwork of different ecologies and species.

      Enra seemed to be in her element. Her steps were light on the leaf-covered ground, and she held out her hands for balance when jumping from rock to rock when we had to cross icy-cold streams. I wasn’t tired from the climbing, the walking, or the cold, but I was surprised that she wasn’t either. She was energized by it. She was heading home.

      Skrew, on the other hand, kept his distance and complained the whole time. He’d brought several of the blankets with him and had them wrapped around his body so many times, I doubted he could touch any two of his hands together or turn his head. As the walk grew longer, he left them behind to free up his load, and the loss of each individual item seemed to upset him, as though the scraps of material were his most prized possessions.

      He was still refusing to make eye contact with me, but at least he wasn’t antagonizing anyone. And he was still sticking to his word to stay with me.

      I thought about the phylac and what it meant. I was now, according to Enra, his master. The subject weighed heavily on me.

      “Skrew,” Enra said after we’d stopped for a moment.

      “What?” he spat back.

      “Stay here. Do not approach my people.”

      The nearby conifers looked much the same as all the others we’d passed, so I wasn’t sure where the Ish-Nul lived exactly.

      “Skrew is curious,” he countered.

      “They do not care for your kind. They will kill you. They know some of your kind are slavers and have no tolerance for such things.”

      “Skrew is no slaver!” he said, puffing out his skinny chest.

      “She knows,” I interrupted. “But not everyone knows. Just stay here, okay? I’ll return as soon as I can.” He’d already proven himself capable of not getting killed by the local plants and animals, so I figured he’d be safe here by himself. Not only that, but he’d proven himself to be loyal. Maybe it was because of the phylac, or maybe he knew his best chance of a new life was by following along with me.

      Skrew slouched and made sad eyes at me before looking around for a place to hide. The ground was rocky, and the sparse vegetation grew close to the ground. My guide settled on a pile of leaves propped against a tree and climbed into the middle of it, leaving only his eyes showing.

      Enra nodded and turned to me. “Let’s go. My people will be happy to see me. And they will be happy to see you.”

      I wasn’t sure what I’d expected, but when we reached the top of the next hill, a small valley opened before us. Smoke from a half-dozen fires disappeared into the air from as many shacks. Another 10 appeared to be more utilitarian, as they were smaller and did not seem to have chimneys at all. The buildings appeared to be constructed of a darkly colored wood, parts of them covered in animal skins, irregular-shaped plates of metal, and bright banners of red cloth. The largest, the ones with chimneys, had wood roofs. The rest were thatched.

      What caught my attention the most was beyond the right edge of the village. Ocean waves crashed against against a rocky shoreline and hurled gray water into an equally gray sky.

      “Do not move!” a male voice growled from somewhere to my right.

      I turned and saw a large man pointing a long spear in my direction. It was difficult to tell how large he was because he was covered in a patchwork of furs. His blond beard was so long that, even braided, it almost touched the ground as he crouched in a fighting stance.

      Two other men emerged from behind him, each holding double-bladed battle axes. They also had long beards but not nearly as long as the man I assumed was their leader. I didn’t see any advanced weapons, but lack of tech didn’t make them any less dangerous. Primitive people survived and knew how to use the land and their surroundings to their advantage.

      They almost reminded me of vikings from Ancient Earth.

      I took a deep breath and prepared to charge, but I paused when Enra touched my arm.

      “Do you not remember me?” she asked.

      The man was speechless for a moment before the tip of his spear started to sag closer to the ground.

      “Well, do you?” Enra asked. “Or should I remind you? Perhaps I’ll break your nose again like I did last summer when you wouldn’t share your salted fish?”

      A barking laugh ripped from the leader’s throat as the two in the back lowered their spears and smiled. The man in front tossed his spear to the ground where it bounced and clattered out of his reach.

      “I told you it was mine!” he roared. “You had no right to take it from me!”

      I blinked at the exchange.

      Enra took two steps toward the man, lifted her sleeves, and raised her fists like she was going to go box with him. My eyes flickered to the leader’s rearguard, and I waited for them to move in.  Enra seemed to know what she was doing, so I didn’t want to intervene—at least, not yet.

      I had to hold my breath when the bear-like man crouched into a wrestling stance, arms out wide, one leg forward. Enra charged. The other two men watched impassively as if I wasn’t even there.

      She hit him full speed, went low, and caught him around the leg. My eyes widened as Enra swept out the man’s leg in a textbook takedown and knocked him on his back. A moment later, they were both laughing and one of the men with a spear approached, dropped his weapon while he was still a dozen feet away, and held out a hand to me.

      “I am called Cais-du,” he said in the same rolling accent as Enra, “and you are welcome here, friend. Thank you for bringing our cousin home.”

      I relaxed a bit and tried to shake his hand, but he grabbed my forearm and wrapped his other arm around me in a tight embrace. The smell of woodsmoke and fish wafted off him as he held me for a moment. I returned the gesture as I watched Enra stand and help the bear-man she’d tackled back to his feet.

      “Who is this you’ve brought?” the bear-man asked as he stood, still laughing.

      Enra took her kinsman by the forearm and led him to me. From what I could see, the two resembled each other. It was difficult to tell, but it didn’t appear that he had enough gray in his beard to be her father. I offered my hand, and we grasped each other’s forearms.

      “I am called Jacob,” I said.

      “Jacob,” he repeated, “you are welcome here. You have brought Enra back to her family. Now, you are family. I am her cousin and am called Timo-ran. Where did you find her?”

      “It was near a village, I suppose you would call it. By a building with billowing smokestacks.”

      Timo-ran’s brow furrowed at my words.

      “At the refinery,” Enra interjected.

      Timo-ran nodded solemnly. “We thought she might be there. But there are too many vrak in the area. We could not rescue her. We have scouted, but we found no sign of her. We thought her dead. Were you captured? Were you a slave?”

      “No,” I said. “I’m not a slave. I heard her getting beaten and dealt with her captor.”

      Several curses were expressed by the men, and each spat on the ground. “All the vrak will pay,” Timo-ran hissed. “When we are stronger, we will drive them from our lands. We will destroy their profane buildings and burn their bodies as an offering to the Lakunae.”

      I tried not to show any shock, but the mention of the Void Gods surprised me. “The Lakunae?” I asked.

      “Yes,” the man said. “You know of our gods?”

      “I do,” I replied.

      I knew them a lot better than I suspected Timo-ran, or anyone else in their village, did. If pressed, I’d explain what the big squid gods had done to me, but I wasn’t sure if the Ish-Nul would believe me or if they’d think I was insane.

      “Good!” Timo-ran slapped me hard on the back. “Come with me. Cais-du and Neb-ka, another cousin, will continue the patrol. I will introduce you to the rest of the family.”

      I shook off the tension of meeting the armed villagers as Enra grasped my left arm with both of hers and pulled me toward her village. A bright smile crossed her face as her feet skipped over the ground toward her home.

      As we approached, seven women rushed out of one of the larger buildings and squealed excitedly when they saw Enra. Her kinswomen danced around her, hugging her, and they all nearly ended up as a heap on the ground.

      One at a time, they began peeling themselves from the group to stare at me. I kept my expression neutral and professional. Their customs were alien to me, and until I knew more of them, I wasn’t about to offer anything that could be considered an insult.

      I turned to Timo-ran, who had his arms crossed in front of his chest. I thought he was smiling, but it was difficult to tell through his thick beard.

      “Oh, who is this?” asked one of the women, equally blond, older, and dressed in furs.

      The few women halted their nonstop stream of conversation with Enra to join in the all-woman staring team. After decades of ignoring the interested gazes of women, I let them enjoy the view. It felt strange, but my time with Reaver had really broken down my walls.

      I realized how much I missed the woman who’d been part of my team. She’d come aboard the Revenge only to be attacked by the Xeno when we’d met them in hyperspace. If she was on this planet, or some other planet elsewhere in the galaxy, I would find her.

      I was broken from my thoughts when Enra grasped my arm again and leaned into me. “This man,” she said, “is called Jacob.”

      The group of women repeated my name, almost in unison, with the same rolling accent.

      The first woman, the older one, walked up to me and stopped only when her chest touched my belly. She was nearly a foot shorter, but I sensed the self-confidence of a woman twice her size. The others moved behind her to get a closer look at me as well.

      I considered stepping back away from the women, a greeting on the tip of my tongue, and forced back a grunt of surprise when I felt a hand measuring my cock through my pants.

      “Ohh,” Enra’s cousin said, “yes, we like this one.”

      “I did.” Enra giggled. The rest of the women circled around me and whispered appreciation as I considered the best course of action.

      A bellowing laugh from my right told me Timo-ran was in on the joke too. But the hungry eyes of the woman with her hand all over my crotch suggested it wasn’t a joke.

      I’d been in more than 50 battles in almost as many systems. I’d personally killed more than 300 Xeno with nothing more than a vibro-blade. I’d helped destroy 16 of their starships. But this one woman had managed to catch me just a little flat-footed. Every one of the Ish-Nul women couldn’t take their eyes off me, and it took serious effort on my behalf to keep things professional.

      “Get off him!” Timo-ran growled. He was trying to sound harsh, but I could hear the smile in his voice. “There is time for that later. For now, we must go see the elder, and Enra must get out of her slave-garb. She is free!”

      The women cheered, then all tried to kiss me at once. I wasn’t sure how many were successful, but they reluctantly stopped when Timo-ran dragged me away from them by my arm. We left the group of women to huddle together while they whispered excitedly among themselves.

      “It seems you will be popular here for a long time,” Timo-ran said as he guided me down a narrow path toward the crashing waves. “We have not had an outsider among us in many moons. And, because we are all family, we have… needs that are not met.”

      “Yeah,” I said, glancing over my shoulder, “it sure seems that way.”

      The path sloped steadily downward toward the beach, which meant the ladies of the village were out of sight. Enra was safely back with her people—her family—and I knew she’d be safe.

      I had a million questions I wanted to ask Timo-ran, but Enra’s burly cousin didn’t strike me as the leader of the village. He was the equivalent of a squad leader, but he wasn’t the guy in charge. The best intel usually came from the higher-ups, so I saved my questions.

      As we crested the last small hill, I found an answer to one of my questions about how the Ish-Nul protected their way of life.

      Men gathered around a silver creature resembling a cross between the largest alligator I’d ever seen and a prehistoric fish. The men surrounded the dead sea monster, climbed on it, and hacked away with axes and knives. They were all of average height, which meant the fish-thing itself had to be at least 20 yards long and at least six yards tall and broad. Bright teeth as long as a man’s arm protruded from its top and bottom jaws. The pool of dark red surrounding the beast made it clear it was dead.

      As we approached, a man dressed in all-black furs turned to regard us. His beard was longer than the others and was pure white. He walked toward us with a limp. We stopped when we were three feet apart.

      Timo-ran didn’t speak, so neither did I. The old man looked between us for a moment, then stepped closer to me, reached out with a wrinkled  hand, and began to inspect my clothing.

      “Who is this?” the old man asked after he was done looking at the MSM symbol on my shirt’s right breast.

      “He is called Jacob,” Timo-ran replied.

      “And why is he here?”

      I heard the smile in Timo-ran’s voice again when he answered, “Because he has brought Enra back to us. She is alive and well. He rescued her from the refinery.”

      The old man dropped his hands to his sides and looked me in the eyes. “Is what Timo-ran said true?”

      “Yes,” I said before the old man reached his arms up over my shoulders. He squeezed me in a tight hug, like I was an old, dear friend he hadn’t seen in a long time.

      “You are welcome here, Jacob,” he whispered.

      He held me for several more seconds while I wondered whether he intended on letting me go. When I was about to perform the customary “three pats on the back” so that he would release me, he suddenly dropped his arms and stepped back.

      “Thank you,” I said, but his eyes weren’t on me anymore. Nor was he smiling. I looked to Timo-ran, and he was also staring in the same direction. At the village, no more than a hundred yards away.

      I looked but didn’t see anything I recognized as a threat. Then I heard it.

      A low, mournful howl struggled to our ears above the crashing of the waves.

      The men who were taking the alligator-fish-thing apart stopped their work. All heads were turned toward the village.

      In unison, the men began to sprint headlong toward their home. I had no trouble catching up to Timo-ran, who was running fast enough to blow his mustache back. His mouth was a savage sneer.

      “What is it?” I asked. “What’s going on?”

      “We’re under attack,” he said between breaths.

      My stomach twisted into a painful knot as I wondered if what was happening was in retaliation for killing Enra’s captor and saving her. Or was it a result of killing all those vrak soldiers. Either way, I was almost sure someone had come for revenge, and the attack was my fault.

      I poured on the speed. I would not allow others to suffer for my actions.

      I hadn’t realized I could run so fast, but I passed the person blowing the horn so quickly, all I saw was a blur. I couldn’t even tell if the person was male or female.

      I came to a skidding stop at the edge of the village a hundred yards ahead of the others and searched for the threat. I didn’t have to scan the area for long. All I had to do was watch the trees being knocked over by something huge in the distance. The sound of their trunks splitting and the thuds they made when they hit the forest floor was almost deafening.

      Whatever was heading toward us wasn’t as simple as a carnivore or a focused unit of vrak soldiers. I hadn’t seen any large vehicles that could compare to tanks, or even land-fortresses like those the Federation had used in the last few wars. I’d seen no real indication of advanced tech, but that didn’t mean someone on the planet didn’t own anything like it.

      Ishn-Nul women joined me, dressed in plates of armor over their furs. Each carried a weapon, mostly axes, and held a shield of scrap metal in front of them. Some had bows slung over their shoulders and quivers attached to their backs.

      Shieldmaidens, ready to fight side-by-side with the men.

      I regretted not having a weapon of my own, but it hadn’t stopped me before. I’d be ready for whatever came through the treeline. The threat to the village still caught me by surprise.

      “What is it?” I asked the women, but none of them replied. They simply watched it approach with their weapons ready. I almost wondered whether I should ask them for a weapon, but then the giant monstrosity cleared the treeline.

      It took almost a full second before I could make sense of what I was seeing.

      It was a dragon.
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      The most outrageous Martian holovids starred, co-starred, or otherwise made dragons the center of the plot. There were variations based on culture and ancestry, but they all had a few things in common. Most important was the huge, lizard-like appearance.

      I didn’t see any scales on the creature emerging from the woods, but the way it moved on all fours looked exactly like a lizard. The other details—the long snout, huge teeth, and horns—were all present as well.

      The monster might have had more horns than teeth, but even that wasn’t enough to mark it as unique. It was like someone had turned on a giant magnet in the middle of a junkyard. The features I thought were scales was actually a mismatched collection of debris. Some were welded together; others were hinged, but each of them overlapped something.

      The one feature this particular dragon had that not all others did, was wings. Sweeping wings the color of rough steel. It flexed them a couple of times, blowing leaves into a low cloud around it.

      All that was missing was the fire-breathing part, which I hoped it couldn’t do.

      My hands ached for my rifle. If the thing took to the air, I wasn’t sure how I’d kill it. It could strafe us all day until every single one of us was dead.

      From nowhere, the men of the village rushed past me, charging the beast with battle cries and bloodlust. I followed them, searching for anything I could use as a weapon. If I had to, I’d rip a big tree out of the ground and beat the monster with it until it was dead or I broke the tree.

      And there were lots of trees and only one dragon.

      Speed was my shiny, new toy, so I decided to play with it. I sprinted ahead, easily outpacing the others, but I still had no idea what I’d do when I got to the beast. Now that I was closer, I could understand how big the dragon was. I didn’t bother coming up with a number, but its abdomen was a little bigger than the alligator-fish the men had caught. With legs, it was much taller. Each wing, if it spread them out, would easily be twice as long as its body.

      I skidded to a halt maybe 20 yards out from the monster and caught hold of a boulder. The stone had to be almost my height, but my newfound strength served me perfectly as I dug my fingers into it. My body strained with the effort of lifting it before I took aim. Then I sent the massive rock tumbling toward the attacking creature.

      The boulder soared 50 yards on a direct course for the dragon’s head before it smashed harmlessly into a thousand pieces when the dragon blocked it with a wing. If boulders didn’t kill it, then I would have to up my game.

      There would be no negotiation. There was no way to drive it off. It would have to be disassembled one piece at a time until I found something important and ripped it from its frame.

      The dragon casually tossed an Ish-Nul man through the air, and I sprinted to catch him before he hit the ground. I snatched him mid-descent, but the damage was already done. He’d been opened up from forehead to navel. He was already dead.

      I picked up his massive battleaxe, turned to the dragon, and roared to capture its attention. It ignored the peppering of arrows the women were delivering and the ineffectual blows from the men as it turned to face me.

      Well, I had its attention now.

      It flexed a few times, centered its body and head on me, and opened its huge maw so wide, I could have stood between its four-inch teeth. A swirling whirlpool of red, orange, and white ignited where I’d expected to see a tongue and darkness. It was a hypnotic painting, a masterpiece of destruction.

      I knew exactly what type of technology was producing the beginnings of fire.

      I’d seen a demonstration of it years ago. It was a particle cannon. There was a reason particle cannons were not used on the ground in an atmosphere. The cannons worked in space because the energy from the charged material would impact the enemy vessel, transfer its charge, and hopefully overcome its molecular bonds. Depending on the material hit, it would either disintegrate, explode, or catch fire.

      In atmosphere, the particles would immediately transfer their charge to the air, turning it to plasma. The range was too short to be effective against targets more than a hundred meters away, but I was only about half that distance.

      Shit.

      An Ish-Nul warrior with a massive battleaxe appeared beside me. “I’ve got this, brother.”

      But he didn’t have it. I knew he was a half-second away from becoming little more than a charred mess.

      “Split right!” I ordered, shoving the brave soul away before he could swing his axe.

      I sprinted to the left as the dragon unleashed its fire. The sound of the weapon discharging raised goosebumps on my arms. It rent the air and liquefied the dirt behind me in a hellish hiss of plasma.

      Ahead, several men looked from the dragon to me, trying to decide if they should run or hide behind their shields. I could feel the heat of the plasma fire on my back, and it seemed the dragon was intent on roasting me rather than the Ish-Nul. If I kept running toward the men, they’d be turned to ash, so I made a hard right and headed straight for the mechanical beast.

      This is just like killing a Xeno Queen, I told myself. There’s always a weak spot. I just have to find it.

      As I ran under the dragon, it stopped breathing plasma and instead tried to stomp me. I saw its metal paw coming and easily dodged it. I dragged my new battleaxe across its belly, and the sound of tearing metal was at least a hundred times worse than nails on a chalkboard. The dragon reared its head and launched a torrent of plasma at me, and I sprinted sideways to avoid it. The heat almost vaporized a nearby shack and set a tree aflame.

      I had to deal with this creature fast. Before the village and all its occupants became victims of this monster.  

      If the engineers who’d created the dragon were going for authenticity, they would have installed the main control unit in the creature’s head. I’d chop it off and see if that solved the problem. If not, at least the particle cannon would be out of the game.

      Although I ran full tilt, the dragon was fast, too. As I charged, my weapon already coming down, the monster opened its mouth, preparing to roast me alive. I hit it on the nose as hard as I could. The ax shattered, and I caught the dragon’s jaws with my hands and feet as it rotated its head and slammed me hard into the ground.

      I hit my head on the compact dirt, and the blow knocked me stupid for a split second, but I never let go of its jaws. The dragon was strong, and it took all I had to keep it from ripping my guts out with its teeth. I flinched when it produced new ear-splitting sound.

      I looked down and saw Enra smiling triumphantly as she worked hard to dislodge her ax from one of its legs. She pulled it free a second later. The blade was dripping in red.

      “So,” I said as I released the dragon, “you can bleed.”

      Maybe this monster wasn’t entirely made of scrap metal and microchips. That was good.

      “Here,” Enra said as she tossed me an ax.

      I caught the weapon. It was small, much smaller than the one I’d shattered on the dragon’s hide. I aimed the ax at the glowing red orbs that served for the dragon’s eyes before I threw it. The weapon spun end over end, but before it could connect, the monster snapped it up and swallowed it.

      The dragon turned to Enra, who was already making a hasty retreat. I charged the same moment the dragon did. But I was faster.

      The dragon snapped at Enra, but I grabbed one of the dragon’s legs in both my arms. Its jaws missed Enra by only a few inches. I lifted the beast into the air with all my strength. It spread its wings, but it was too late. I slammed the beast into the ground. Gears stripped, motors came loose, and bones broke as it howled. There was even a little blood, although not enough to suggest I’d done anything except make it angry.

      I scrambled past its flailing legs and wings before I climbed onto its belly. I picked a random scale and punched it hard until it bent. The dragon tried to right itself, so I hit the scale again. The monster tried to snap at me, so I punched it in the nose, sending its head slamming into the ground at the end of a long-necked arc.

      My fingers didn’t fit under the edge of the dented scale, so I punched it a few more times and was satisfied to see blood forming at the seams. When I checked it again, there was just enough room to get my fingers under it. I pulled hard, ripping the beast open and exposing its living components. The dragon bellowed as blood streamed from the wound.

      The next scale was easier to get my fingers beneath, even though the blood was making it slick. I’d just started to pull when the dragon’s roar changed pitch. I turned my head and spotted one of its front feet heading right for me. Yard-long claws extended from the foot, but I dodged the swipe before I grabbed what served for its ankle or wrist. I twisted it with my whole body and tore the paw off, leaving behind a bleeding stump.

      The dragon’s grinding scream reached a whole new level.

      Several of the men were running forward and jumping back whenever the dragon spewed plasma. They were trying to get close enough to help, but they were failing hard. Charred corpses lay in a circle around the dragon, and every second the dragon’s particle cannon discharged, more dead were added to the pile.

      “Get back!” I ordered.

      They did, but not before one of them was cut in half by a flailing wing.

      I had to end the battle before more people died. I began ripping scales, searching for something important. At the last scale, I found it. A device, no larger than my head, was shaped like a large egg and resembled a power hub.

      Good enough.

      If it wasn’t the central hub, it would at least shut down a good portion of the dragon. I reached in, wrapped my fingers around the device, and got the shock of my life.

      I collapsed to my knees as electricity raced through me, but I managed to grab a handful of dragon-flesh and hold on. I gritted my teeth as the pain wore off.

      “Jacob!” a voice called.

      My vision quickly cleared, just in time for me to see a battleaxe spinning end over end headed toward me. I caught it, saw Enra retreat from a flailing leg, and made a quick mental note to thank her later—in whichever way she preferred.

      “Now, this is an ax.” I held the double-bladed weapon above my head and swung into the soft flesh.

      The first strike cut the meat inside the dragon, but it didn’t slow it down at all. I swung harder and recoiled as sparks and blood spouted up toward my eyes. The third time, I swung with all my might. The dragon shivered as the ax came apart at the sheer power of the impact. Metal scales crunched against each other as the monster’s strength fled from its limbs and collapsed onto the ground in a ground-trembling crash of blood, sparks, and viscera.

      “Jacob has slain the dragon!” Enra yelled.

      The Ish-Nul showed their appreciation by barking a war cry. They were about to swarm me, but I lifted a hand for them to stay back.

      “We’re not done yet!” I yelled. “We need to make sure this thing is really dead.”

      I got on my hands and knees to inspect the power hub. I’d shattered the axehead on the creature, but it had been enough to break the hub in two. I turned toward the dead monster’s head to get a closer look at the particle cannon. It was definitely offline. Whatever had powered the weapon had ceased to function after I’d slain the dragon.

      The monster’s scales had been welded into shape from various other pieces and were painted to match. I scuffed one with my shoe, and beneath the gray paint, I saw orange. Under the gray of another, I found markings that looked like they might be digits.

      The Ish-Nul watched in awed silence as I circled around the creature and found something even weirder. I held my breath as I approached. It was a rod, no more than two inches in diameter and about five times as long. It ended in an intricate shape resembling a claw holding a sphere. The end that touched the rest of the debris had two protrusions, hooked like the dragon’s teeth. It resembled a sword’s hilt.

      I didn’t think it was a sword, but I wrapped the fingers of my right hand around it all the same. The diameter felt right. I pulled, and it gave a little, revealing metal so black, it was as if I was looking into the starless void. It was the right width to be a sword, and I felt my heart begin to race.

      I pulled harder, and more blade was revealed.  Another tug told me that it was stuck, and I ended up hauling the dragon’s entire head toward me.

      I let go and gave the problem some thought. Martian Storm Marines never fought without their vibro-blades by their sides. I needed a sword. I was pretty sure I’d just found a sword. But if I broke it, I wouldn't have a sword. Then again, I needed a sword that wouldn’t break, so if it broke easily, it wouldn’t be that useful.

      With the matter decided, I grasped the hilt again, wrenched it from side to side until I heard something snap, and pulled the blade free.

      It was an undamaged blade as dark as hyperspace itself.
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      The Ish-Nul were primitive. They understood basic mechanics, and even some of the advanced stuff, but their tactics and technology were a thousand years or more behind my own. The one thing they did have going for them was that they’d discovered how to make beer. And they made a lot of it.

      I sipped my mug and watched the beautiful women dance around the fire. It was a practiced dance, swaying hips and jiggles in all the right places.

      It had been a good day. I’d killed an honest-to-god dragon. I had become a hero to people who had no idea what my secret was.

      The sword I’d found was at the back of the Great Hall, the largest building in the village, while a pair of old women fashioned a scabbard and belt for it from animal leathers and a design I’d scratched out for them.

      While I stared into the flames, I considered my mission. I needed to know if the Revenge’s crew was on this planet. I didn’t give a rat’s ass about the ship itself. The Lakunae could keep it, destroy it, even give it back to the Xeno if they chose.

      I really didn’t trust the Lakunae, and neither could I put much faith in their promise that my crew members were safe. If my Marines and the rest of the crew had made it off the Revenge alive, then it seemed likely that at least some of them were on the same planet as me.  If they’d been captured, it was also likely that they’d be making life difficult for their slave-masters. Marines were tough that way. They were also tougher than they were smart sometimes. I hoped they knew when to quit or back down. Otherwise, I might be on my way to rescue their corpses. At least they’d get a proper burial.

      The more I thought about it, the less I believed it was likely that the Void Gods were all they claimed to be. Sure, they were powerful—I was evidence of that. The big question was whether or not they were good. Hyperspace looked to me like nothing more than complete blackness—a dead void between universes. If it was ever like my own, what happened?

      The answer seemed clear: the Lakunae happened.

      A shiver ran up my spine.

      My thoughts were drowned out by the happiness of the people surrounding me. Despite the losses they’d suffered today, they rejoiced now. They lived hard lives filled with bloodshed, so their warriors dying was cause for celebration, not mourning. They’d fought well, so they deserved a brilliant send-off into whatever afterlife their kin believed in.

      As I watched the women dance, I thought of another woman. Reaver. A strong focus on survival and movement hadn’t given me much time to think of her. And a part of me felt that it was a betrayal to simply sit here and drink beer while she might be out there somewhere.

      I shook off the thought. It would be ungrateful to just leave the Ish-Nul village without a second consideration. But I had to get moving, and soon.

      I left the fireside and poked my head into the Great Hall. Two old women, matrons in the community, were putting the finishing touches on the scabbard they’d created for it. Though the sword had been passed around nearly everyone in the village, and they all said it was remarkable, those two women acted like they couldn't care less. They were just happy to have something to do. I needed a scabbard anyway, so it worked out for both of us.

      When one of them caught me watching, she nodded and gave me a toothless smile. I couldn’t help but laugh, no matter how bad I felt. These were good people.

      I returned to the party and sat on an empty table.

      “Mighty dragon slayer!” Timo-ran said with a belch as he came to stand at my right side.

      He swayed on his feet, and his eyelids half-closed as he gave me a lopsided grin. I’d lost count of how many flagons of beer he’d downed already, but it looked like he had almost as much beer in his beard as he did in his belly. He moved his cup to the beat of the drums and hand-clapping as he did his best to encourage me to join in. I offered him a small smile in return.

      “What’s the matter?” he asked as he leaned toward me. His beard dripped onto the new leather pants and shirt the tribe had given me. “Get up! Have fun! Today was a good -burp- day!”

      I shrugged, and the movement of his beard and his bushy eyebrows suggested he’d frowned. He set his cup down, steadied himself on the table, then looked me in the eye.

      “You killed a monster unlike anything we’ve ever seen before,” he said. “A dragon. You should celebrate like a true Ish-Nul does. Maybe take a few of those hungry women to bed? But you’re pouting. What is it?”

      It was time. I told him almost everything. I left out the part where I met his gods. I didn’t know how deep that discussion would go, or if they’d start treating me like one of the Lakunae or something.

      “So, you need to find your people,” he said thoughtfully. “How do you know they’re even here?”

      “I don’t,” I admitted. “That’s the problem. I have no idea where to start looking. I mean, it’s an entire planet. How would I find them? It’s not as if the Lakunae were specific with where they left my crew.”

      “Nothing is more important than our people. I understand, though I’ll be sad to see you go. I think you need to go to Brazud. It’s the biggest city on the planet, so far as I know. I think you can find what you’re looking for there. Where to start once you arrive? No idea.”

      “Thank you. It’s something. How do I get there?”

      Timo-ran shrugged. “I don’t know. And no one else among our people will know either. We avoid such places. The best way for curious Ish-Nul not to go there is not knowing the way.”

      “Wouldn’t it be best to know where it is? In case you accidentally go there while traveling?”

      “We do not venture far from our lands.”

      “Right,” I said.

      I already had a guide in Skrew, so I hoped he knew the way. I wasn’t exactly sure whether he’d still be waiting for me outside the village, but I had little choice other than to assume he had remained there. Without him, I’d have to find some other way of finding Brazud. Besides the Ish-Nul, all the other alien species had been less than helpful.

      “Anything else I should know?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” he said as he poked me in the chest. “Don’t get yourself killed. I don’t know much about Brazud, but the place is dangerous. Especially for us humans. Well, you’re not exactly human anymore, so maybe you’ll be fine.” Timo-ran gestured at the pendant around my neck, as though only just seeing it. “Where’d you get that?” His eyes narrowed for a moment, and I could tell his mind was working in overgear to understand what I was doing with an item of ownership.

      “It’s not technically mine. I saved a vrak’s life, so he gave it to me.”

      “Saved his life? Sounds like you did a bad deed there, dragon slayer. But for one of them to give you a phylac of its own kind—that says something. Maybe we don’t know them as well as we thought. Still, they deserve to die. For taking Enra from us.”

      I knew I wouldn’t convince the man otherwise, and I didn’t particularly like the vrak either. If Timo-ran wanted to lead the Ish-Nul in genocide, then I was happy to leave them to it.

      “Drink more beer, relax, and leave in the morning,” Timo-ran continued.

      “I need to leave now,” I said, staring out the window of the great hall at the huge moon rising over the horizon.

      Timo-ran sighed. “You do what you need to do, then. Wait here. I’ll fetch your sword and some rations for your travel. But promise me you’ll return, or the women will never let me hear the end of it.”

      “I promise,” I said. I knew he was telling the truth. The women would give him hell if I didn’t come back. There was one woman in particular I’d need to say goodbye to. I didn’t intend on leaving without telling her my plans.

      I was saved the trouble of finding her when Timo-ran returned a moment later with Enra by his side, a pack of rations in one arm, and my scabbarded sword in the other. A braided garland twisted through her hair and framed a face that was flushed by more than a little beer. There was a soft sadness in her eyes as she embraced me without a word. I held her for a long moment and heard her whisper into my chest.

      “There’s always a place for you here, Jacob,” she murmured.

      I squeezed her gently. “I’ll be back.”

      “I’ll never forget what you’ve done for me,” she said as she stepped back.

      “None of us will. The Ish-Nul will always open their arms to you and yours, Jacob,” Timo-ran assented. “Now, take your weapon and go in search of your own family.”

      Enra kissed me before I turned to leave. Her mouth hungrily consumed mine, and her hands curled in my new tunic of furs. Then she drew back and smiled wistfully.

      “I’ll see you soon,” I promised.

      I was loaded with supplies, and the sword hung from my hip as I crept back to where I’d left Skrew. I heard him before I saw him. So much for stealth. I watched him sleep and listened to his high-pitched snoring for several seconds before I tapped his foot with my own. He stopped snoring for a moment, yawned, and started snoring again.

      I tapped harder and smiled as he scrambled to his feet. He snatched a rock from the ground  and held the fist-sized weapon over his head with two hands while the other two assumed a fighting stance—sort of.

      “Who?” He rubbed the sleep from his eyes with his free hand. “What? Who?”

      I shushed him, and he set the rock down when he realized it was me.

      “Skrew got bored from waiting,” he said with a yawn. “Must have fallen to the sleep, yes.”

      “I’m glad you’re still here.”

      “Skrew would not leave. Jacob is master.”

      I grunted before I handed him a leather pack Timo-ran had given me. “Here.”

      Skrew sniffed it and squinted at me with questioning eyes.

      “It’s rations,” I said. “We’re leaving.”

      Skrew sat his pack on the ground and started going through the contents, making happy squeaks as he sniffed each wrapped bundle. “Where do we go?” He ripped one open with his sharp teeth and took a bite.

      “We’re going to Brazud,” I said before taking a step back as he began coughing and spitting bits of hardtack onto the ground.

      “Skrew cannot go to Brazud,” he protested. “Too many of the dangers. No, too many! Cannot hide there. Cannot hide from them all. They will kill Skrew dead. Very dead. All the way dead!”

      “Do you know where it is?” I asked.

      He nodded before he realized the mistake he’d made, then firmly shook his head. “Way is not known to Skrew. Knows how to go anywhere but Brazud.”

      I saw that he needed a little more encouraging, but I was unsure what to say. He needed to know that I would protect him if he encountered danger. My mind settled on the object dangling around my neck.

      “I want you have this,” I said as I held his phylac out for him.

      He didn’t take it right away. Instead, he stared at it as if it was a thing of mystery, as if he’d never seen one before. Then he looked at me, inspected my new clothing, my pack, my new leather shoes, and my face. He didn’t speak until he’d checked over both his shoulders and the nearby trees.

      “That is Skrew’s phylac?” he asked, his voice barely audible.

      “Yes,” I said. “It’s yours. Take it.”

      “But Jacob is master,” he protested, holding all four hands out plaintively.

      “I didn’t know that’s what you meant when you gave it to me,” I explained. “My people do not take slaves. If you have this, then according to your custom, you’ll be able to leave any time you want. That’s up to you. I hope you stay, though. I still need a guide.”

      By giving him the choice to leave, I hoped he would remain. Even if he didn’t, I knew I was doing the right thing. Without a guide, finding Brazud would be difficult, but I couldn’t have Skrew operating under the assumption that I was his master.

      He reached for the phylac, hesitated, and reached again. He studied my face the entire time. When he took it from me, he fell to his knees and clutched it in his hands. “Skrew is not a slave.”

      “That’s right. I’m leaving for Brazud now. I don’t know how to get there, but I don’t want to force you to show me the way.”

      Skrew clenched his eyes shut before he thrust out a finger and pointed deeper into the forest. He didn’t look at me as tears streamed down his cheek. I wasn’t interested in a heartfelt goodbye, but I had grown attached to the little guy.

      I waited for a few moments while he broke into sobs, but when he made no move to join me, I accepted his unspoken answer and headed through the woods. I didn’t know how long it would take me to travel in the direction Skrew had pointed before I reached Brazud, but I would likely smell the city and see its glowing lights at some point. I needed to find higher ground if I stood any chance of spotting it. The Ish-Nul avoided venturing far from their village because they might stumble upon Brazud, so I figured it couldn’t be too far.

      Of course, those were a lot of assumptions, but assumptions was about all I had for now.

      I put one foot in front of the other and marched forward. My footsteps were almost silent, thanks to the leather shoes the Ish-Nul had given me. My old boots hadn’t survived the fight with the dragon, so I was glad for the gifts.

      “Master!” a voice called out from behind me.

      I turned to see Skrew running after me, tears still flowing down his face.

      “Not Master,” I said.

      “Not Master,” he repeated with a firm nod. “Jacob will get lost. Needs guide. Needs Skrew.”

      “I do need you,” I said, unsure whether admitting it was a terrible idea.

      He grinned at me and sniffed. “Skrew will lead.”

      The vrak recounted the mighty lizard that had stomped through the woods and narrowly missed squashing him with a fallen tree. I figured he didn’t need yet another story to reenact, so I didn’t tell him about how I’d slain the dragon. For now, he seemed happy for my company, and even happier to lead me in the direction of Brazud.

      We walked all night and into the morning, and I was relieved when I noticed the chilly air had lost most of its bite. The trees were greener than they’d been among the Ish-Nul. Low shrubs and woody bushes became more frequent the further we walked.  Bugs had hollowed out most of the fallen trees and provided little peep-holes where branches used to grow. Flowers also appeared more often, and each one I saw was more exotic than the next, but I cautioned myself against touching any until I learned more about them.

      In the morning, after we’d been walking for a few hours since our last rest, Skrew vanished over a hill. He had a habit of racing ahead even though I’d told him to slow down, but I’d already chided him a dozen times about it, so I figured he wasn’t going to learn. I could have kept up with him by sprinting, but a man as large as me running through the forest was a sure way of attracting the wrong kind of attention.

      As I approached the hill’s crest, Skrew suddenly came running full speed toward me. I drew my new sword, ready to kill whatever might be chasing him. Instead, the vrak tried to tackle me.

      “What the—” I started before he climbed halfway up my body and clamped a three-fingered hand over my mouth. He pointed into the woods at a fallen log. I looked, and he proceeded to push against me with all his might. Whatever he wanted to hide from must have been important, so I ran to the log and lay down behind it.

      I watched the trail, and a few seconds later, I saw a woman sprinting down it. She wore leather clothes, similar to mine, except they were either dyed a pale green, or just as likely on this world, were made from a creature with green flesh. She was muscular, and her skin seemed to sparkle in the bright sunlight.

      I was entranced. She was definitely alien but humanoid enough to catch my eye. As she ran by, breathing hard, I noticed what made her sparkle. It wasn’t her entire body, just a stripe going down the side of her neck behind her ear. Another stripe, this one an iridescent green, blue, and pink, made a distinct line from her bottom lip, down her neck, and disappeared between her ample cleavage and into her green leather shirt.

      Her three pursuers were not nearly as attractive. Like Skrew, they were gray-skinned, but that was where the similarities ended. Their two muscular arms were as thick as my waist. The creatures weren’t any taller than me but easily outweighed me by 80 pounds. They were tank-like beings with murderous grins visible under their gold and green helmets.

      These creatures were strapped with surgically implanted technology that looked as if it had been cobbled together from a scrap-heap. Based on what I’d seen with the dragon, the idea wasn’t out of the realm of possibilities.

      They were fast, so I couldn’t see much of them before they disappeared behind the trees. Their tech looked advanced enough to make me cautious. One might have even been a sensor array. Other items swung from their hips, and they almost looked like firearms, but it was hard to tell now that they were getting away. They could have been close combat weapons similar to the MSM vibro-blades. They looked like they were wearing body armor of some kind, though it didn’t cover them completely.

      “They are Enforcers,” Skrew whispered. “They are evil. They have the magic. Can burn to ash. Burn everything. Burn through wall. Burn water. Jacob cannot stab them, even with new, pointy sword. Leave Jacob ash mess on ground, on floor. We hide. We wait. We don’t die.”

      Magic? I didn’t believe in magic. I believed in illusion, in technology that was too advanced for me to understand, and in sleight of hand. But not magic. What he called magic had to be the interesting tech they carried.

      I wanted to see what they had. The tech could be useful to me not only for the journey to Brazud but also for when I entered the city. Plus, I didn’t like the way they were chasing that woman. Neither she nor they were out for exercise. They were trying to catch her—maybe to turn her to ash.

      I’d already seen the Ish-Nul burned to a crisp by the dragon. I’d saved many of them, but I hadn’t been able to save them all. This fleeing woman I could save.

      “Are the Enforcers slavers?” I asked as I considered how best to take them down.

      Skrew didn’t answer.

      “Skrew?” I said. “Tell me the truth.”

      “They are slavers,” he said, sounding completely defeated.

      He knew what was coming next.
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      Before I could pursue the Enforcers, Skrew insisted I stop and listen. I guessed he was only trying to delay me so I couldn’t catch up with them. But I knew how fast I was. I could still track them down.

      I pulled Skrew’s three-fingered hand away from my shirt. “What?”

      “Path curves back,” he said, emphasizing what he was saying with all four of his hands.

      “And?”

      “And,” he said, his own patience growing thin, “Jacob can set trap. Can do the sneaky. Can maybe kill both Enforcers and not get made to ash. Skrew show him where. Good idea, yes?”

      I didn't know what kind of Enforcer tech had Skrew so scared, but whatever it was, I could overcome it. But maybe his suggestion to set a trap wasn’t such a bad idea.

      “Show me where,” I replied.

      He bolted upright and ran into the forest. I kept up with him but wondered if we’d make it in time. So, I hoisted him under one arm and poured on the speed. He held onto me with three arms and pointed where he wanted me to run with the fourth.

      We were there in seconds.

      “This is the same path?” I set him on his shaky feet.

      “Yes. Same path.”

      I looked around for trap-making material, something I could put together fast. I thought about what I had on me. What could I make by using my new sword? Nothing immediately presented itself, and I came up empty-handed. Then I remembered I was stronger than I’d ever been. The most abundant material I had around me was wood—trees.

      “Stay quiet,” I said to Skrew. “I have a plan.”

      “Jacob has plan!” he yelled.

      I winced and slapped my hand over his mouth to keep him quiet.

      He was absolutely giddy with anticipation. I thought I might need to gag him, tie him up, and stash him somewhere until it was all over.

      “Enforcers so going to have a headache,” Skrew whispered after I released him.

      I poked him in the ribs and put a finger to my lips. He flinched, nodded, and clamped two hands over his mouth. I could still hear him giggling but just barely. Unless Enforcers had enhanced hearing, he wasn’t making enough noise to alert them.

      The woman with the bright scales on her neck came around the corner first. Her heavy breathing was loud, a hollow sound that indicated a larger set of lungs, but she appeared mostly human otherwise. She dragged her feet like she was almost ready to collapse with exhaustion.

      The armored Enforcers came into view as soon as she passed. Unlike the woman, they weren’t winded at all. They must have been equipped with some kind of endurance tech. Either it was tech, or their bodies had evolved to sprint at top speed for countless hours.

      Skrew made a little sound of joy, but I let it go. I didn’t have time to scold him, and I didn’t want to give away our position in the bush behind the biggest tree on the trail.

      As soon as the first armored brute neared, I pushed hard against the tree, and it snapped at the trunk with a deafening crack. The Enforcer didn’t even see it coming before the tree flattened him like a pancake.

      The other Enforcers immediately halted, but I didn’t give them time to get their bearings. I rammed my shoulder against another tree, and the second alien looked up just in time to see what his own insides looked like as the falling tree crushed his helmeted head deep into his torso. The final Enforcer tried to stop but stumbled over the splintered trunk and scrambled to get back up.

      “Jacob missed one,” Skrew noted.

      “Yeah,” I said as I drew my sword.

      The Enforcer saw me, rolled backward to put some distance between us, and tapped a red gem on his armor near his throat. I heard a powerful forcefield materialize around him. Unlike regular forcefields, which sometimes sparkled when struck, the Enforcer’s sparkled all the time. And it was a sickly shade of red, darker than blood, but crawling with electricity-like spiderwebs of an intense yellow.

      It felt like a furnace door had just been opened, exposing the entire front of my body to dry, scorching heat. Although I felt the sensation of heat, I didn’t get burned.  The red-hot field continued to suck the moisture out of the air and set nearby leaves ablaze. The tech seemed familiar, but I couldn’t place where I’d seen it.

      I needed some time to think, so I leaped five yards to my right and placed the big tree between us. From there, I started backing up slowly.

      The girl was gone. I hoped Skrew had also made himself scarce because when the Enforcer came for me, it would be around the side of the tree where he was hiding. The other way was about 40 yards further, and Enforcers didn’t seem to be the kind of creatures who—

      A crackling hiss sounded from the other side of the tree. Acrid smoke began to fill the windless path, then I remembered what I’d heard of such forcefields.

      It was in training I’d attended years ago. They were called “plasma fields.” They could burn everything that got within range. But our scientists couldn’t make them work. Someone, it seemed, had.

      I glanced at the void-black blade of my sword. I had no idea what material it was made of, but it was tough. Plasma, however, didn’t care how “tough” things were. It melted, burned, or otherwise destroyed everything it touched. It was the ultimate small-scale weapon. All the Enforcer had to do, once the field had burned its way through the log, was walk close enough to me.

      I’d be turned to ash in a second, maybe less.

      If I could poke the button, the one at his throat, with the tip of my sword—no, that was ridiculous. Sure, the Enforcer would have to drop his guard and reactivate the shield, giving me a few seconds to show him what his brains looked like, but such a precision shot at such a small target… it was a low-percentage move. But against tech like this, I had to improvise.

      Worst case, I’d go for the quick kill. If my blade could survive 30 seconds, maybe it would be enough time.

      I had to change my plans again about five seconds later when the Enforcer emerged from the burning hole he had created by walking through the trunk, flicking his wrist, and producing a three-foot-long plasma blade. It was the same red and yellow as the rest of the forcefield.

      Impressive.

      I must have made a face because something caused the Enforcer to growl. I couldn’t help it. For as intimidating as he looked, his growl was so high-pitched, it made me think of some kind of Saturday morning cartoon for little girls.

      “Do it again,” I jeered. “That was cute.”

      I couldn’t see his eyes due to the blue helmet visor, but I saw his mouth swing open, revealing dirty teeth and a pink tongue.

      Good, I thought. Flesh. That means he bleeds.

      The Enforcer marched forward, and I kept my sword pointed at the ground until I was certain he was within range. I snapped the blade up and across the creature’s face. He flinched as sparks crackled off his forcefield.

      When I lifted my weapon to see if there was anything left of it, I was a little surprised that it was unharmed. Any normal metal would at least be glowing from the heat. The weapon I’d pulled from the dragon wasn’t just another blade. It was something special.

      The Enforcer looked just as surprised, both by the unharmed blade and the blood dripping from the cut between his bottom lip and chin. He licked the blood away and smacked his lips like I’d done him a tasty favor. The Enforcer produced a little howl, almost like a disgruntled puppy, and swung his plasma blade.

      The swing was sloppy, telegraphed, and easy to intercept. At least, it would have been easy to intercept if my sword had done anything except harmlessly pass through the Enforcer’s plasma-blade as if it wasn’t even there.

      I saw it happen and managed to throw myself backward, tucking into a ball at the last moment. I landed on my feet and instinctively brought a hand to my forehead. I wasn’t injured, but he’d taken a slice out of an eyebrow.

      This is going to be an interesting fight.

      We circled each other a few times, each of us unwilling to make the first move. The only defense we had was distance. My only offense was my speed, so I decided to use it.

      I attacked, sending several jabs at the Enforcer’s feet. He danced away and swung his sword down in a wide arc to burn me in half. But I rolled to the side and kept rolling. A wave of heat washed over me as it trailed from the Enforcer’s blade.

      I jumped to my feet and answered with two quick jabs to the alien’s thigh. My sword, it seemed, didn’t care for armor. I barely felt the impact as the blade sliced through metal plates, and the creature screeched in pain.

      I took a big step back as he thrust his plasma blade. Normally, I would have knocked the offending sword aside and punished the attacker by slicing his forearm or his neck if I was close enough. But I had to stay out of reach. I could lose my head if I didn’t stay alert.

      The Enforcer reversed his swing, faster than most because his sword literally weighed nothing. The plasma was nothing more than superheated air, concentrated at the edge of the forcefield. Besides a little bit of wind-resistance, there was nothing to slow it down.

      Wind resistance. A germ of an idea began to form, but I couldn’t quite tell what shape it was yet.

      I stepped slightly to my right, then jumped to avoid the Enforcer’s blade. He had shown me his speed already, so I knew he was toying with me, trying to draw me into a false sense of confidence while he attacked with wide slashes and obvious thrusts. Eventually, he would try for a sneak attack, a quick move while my guard was down. A move he would not expect me to be ready for.

      I faked a slow hop, saw a slight shift in his shoulders, and knew what was coming next, but I held my leap until the last possible moment. The Enforcer planted his feet and brought his blade up in a diagonal slash meant to take my left leg and half my torso with it. I scuttled backward as my opponent shifted into a quick horizontal slash that would have cut me in half, armpit-to-armpit.

      I counterattacked as he finished his maneuver. Despite his intentions, there were no human body parts falling to the ground. There was no human cry of pain. Instead, he made a stupid expression with his mouth and brought the stump of his right arm up to his visor. Dark red blood pumped from his wound in wet gouts.

      I waited, but the creature only stared. He must have been dumbfounded, stunned that he’d been injured. With cool tech like a personal plasma field, I didn’t blame him. He had probably never lost a fight in his life.

      Likely, most of his victims had surrendered. Some, like Skrew—wherever he’d run off to—considered the tech to be magic. Hell, had I not been raised in the Federation, I might have too. But Mars was trying to create the exact same thing to use in shuttles, medium-size war machines, and, eventually, starships. The problem was that the tech was still new, so the amount of power it took to create a plasma field was astronomical.

      For that reason, I didn’t want to destroy the Enforcer’s armor. If I crushed or otherwise ruined it, like I had the creatures under the trees, I would have nothing to examine and no clue as to how it worked.

      “Ahem,” I said to the alien as he glared at me, blood still pouring from his stump.

      I needed the thing to surrender. Otherwise, there would likely be some armor damage. I could easily have chopped off his head, but the tech was too important. If I could bring back working plasma tech, the Xeno wouldn’t stand a chance.

      The Enforcer raised his stump and touched the cleanly sliced end to his own plasma field, screeching in pain as he did. With his wound cauterized, he slowly turned to face me.

      “Surrender,” I ordered, holding my sword at the low guard position, blade edge down and tip nearly touching the dirt.

      I thought maybe he’d had enough, with a bleeding thigh and a stump for an arm, but then I saw him smile from behind his helmet’s visor. He flexed, twisted his head back and forth, and cracked more vertebrae than a human had in their whole spine.

      The Enforcer lowered his head like a rampaging bull and charged. I sprang into the air, felt the heat of the alien’s plasma shield passing beneath me, and landed lightly on my feet.

      “I take it you’re not going to surrender?” I said, followed by a disapproving tsk-tsk.

      He roared and stopped mid-tantrum when a flash of light and sparkle of disintegrating stone splashed into the shield near its head.

      “Die, tree-face lizard-breath!” Skrew bellowed from far enough inside the treeline to ensure he had a chance to escape.

      The Enforcer turned to regard the gray, four-armed interloper. He lifted his left arm, the only one he had with a hand attached to the end, and pointed a finger at my companion.

      “You’re next,” he said in his high-pitched voice. “But I’m going to kill you slowly.”

      I wasn’t sure how I could understand the alien, but I’d been able to understand the vrak and the Ish-Nul, too. I figured either everyone on this planet spoke the same language, or it was another gift of the Lakunae, but I didn’t bother trying to answer the question now.

      The Enforcer squeaked when I decided I’d heard enough and separated his other arm at the shoulder and his legs at the knees.  He screamed for only a second before a backhanded slash ended him. His body parts lay scattered on the ground, but his forcefield was still active.

      I carefully poked the button at the corpse’s throat with the sharp tip of my sword. The plasma field vanished with a woosh and a crackle.

      I glanced around me, ensuring there weren’t any other enemies who needed killing before I approached the Enforcer’s body. The air was still warm from the plasma shield, though the slight breeze blowing through the trees was cooling it rapidly. I poked the alien in the face a couple of times, waiting for a reaction, but it really was dead.

      I heard shuffling behind me and spun around, my sword ready to cleave another enemy in two.

      Instead of an enemy, I saw the scaled woman. She was watching from behind a nearby tree, poking her head out to stare at me.

      “Are you okay?” I asked as I sheathed my sword.

      “That sword,” she whispered, eyes wide, tongue flicking out of her mouth like a snake.

      “Yeah, it’s pretty nice, right?” I asked, patting the weapon’s grip with one hand.

      “I know where you got it,” she hissed. “I know what you are.”

      I wondered how she’d known I’d taken it from the cyborg-dragon. Had she had some part in its creation? Maybe her people lived near the Ish-Nul and their sea-side village, so she knew of the dragon and the sword that had lived within its stomach until only a little while ago.

      Most lizard-like creatures I’d seen didn’t care for cold weather, so I doubted her people lived near the Ish-Nul’s village. Reptilian creatures were cold-blooded and tended to hibernate when the temperature got frigid. I wasn’t sure if the alien I was speaking with had the same kind of biology.

      I came a little closer to her. “How do you know about the—”

      “Stay away from me!” she cried.

      A pair of flaps I hadn’t noticed before extended from her neck. They stuck out like the ruffled things clowns wore. It would have been funny, but I could tell she was trying to threaten me and keep me away. She was genuinely scared. I thought it must have been the trauma from being chased by the Enforcers, or maybe the fight afterward.

      “Don’t come any closer. You are a bad man! Bad man!” Then she hissed, spat on the ground, and sprinted away.

      I shook my head. I decided I’d never completely understand women. Especially scaly, yet somehow beautiful, women. But she wasn’t my priority. There was unknown alien tech lying on the ground behind me.

      I took a deep breath, turned to my dead opponent, and carefully inspected his uniform.

      It appeared to be made of separate panels, but I wasn’t sure how each was attached to the other. The parts that were integrated into the creature’s body were surrounded by scar tissue, and it was clear the tech wasn’t installed by a skilled surgeon. Instead, it looked like the thing had been held down while someone had hammered each of the pieces into place.

      A thin, golden bar resembling a wire ran from the Enforcer’s chin to a set of hinges at his jaw. From there, the bar split in two. One extended and disappeared into his flesh near his ear-pad, like birds and frogs had. The other went up his cheek and continued under the visor. Without breaking the helmet that seemed to be part of his skull, I wouldn't know for sure. I was certain it was a communications device that fed both auditory and visual signals as well as received the Enforcer’s spoken words. It made me wonder who might be listening.

      Further down, I could make out wires under the skin on the Enforcer’s neck. They were thin and flexible, but they definitely weren’t part of his original anatomy. Both sides had the same configuration. Not a bad place to run the wires, I guessed. If he lost power to his helmet, it would be because someone—like me—cut his head off. In that case, he wouldn't care if he couldn’t communicate anymore.

      I inspected the Enforcer’s arms and found evidence that there were implants under the skin at both his elbows and shoulders. Strength-enhancing motors, probably. The amount of scar tissue suggested the procedure either had to be done more than once, or he had not been unconscious when he’d received the enhancements. Savages.

      All the wires lead back to the crystal at the Enforcer’s throat, but for all I knew, the power source could be inside his body. The Sitar, the overlord species Enra had said ruled the planet, didn’t seem to have any problem doing other terrible things to their citizens. Shoving a power supply, even a micro-plant, into the abdominal cavity of the alien wasn’t out of the question. The wires all found their way to the crystal, though, not the abdomen.

      I inspected the device, being careful not to touch it. The last thing I needed to do was reactivate it and fry myself to ash when the plasma field came back online.

      “Ooo,” Skrew whispered, “pretty.” He scooted closer to the dead Enforcer’s head and stared at the crystal with a lusty expression.

      “If you even look like you’re about to touch it,” I warned, “I’ll pull one of your arms off and beat you to death with it. Understand?”

      “Oh, Skrew wasn’t going to—”

      “Back away or pick which of your arms is your least favorite.” I punctuated my words with a look meant to convince him that I wasn’t kidding. I wouldn't tear his arm off, but I’d definitely punch him if he got too close. I needed him far enough away that I could remove the crystal without getting bumped by a curious vrak.

      He backed away another 10 feet. Good enough.

      I leaned close to the crystal, and my stomach dropped when I noticed a mark on it. My sword was sharp. So sharp, I’d accidentally pierced the crystal with the tip of the blade. At first, I wondered if I’d ruined the power source. Then I remembered that crystals didn’t get pierced. They cracked, crumbled, broke, chipped. They didn’t get pierced.

      I held my breath and used my nails to feel around the edge of the bezel that appeared to hold the crystal in place. There was plenty of room to get beneath the device, and when my fingers explored its underside, I discovered where the wires came in.

      I tried to think back to just before the fight started. How long did it take for the plasma field to come online after the crystal was pressed? Was it a half-second? A full second? Either way, I was fairly certain that if I snatched the crystal out of its housing, I’d have enough time to get clear before ending up looking like a burned matchstick. I had to know, so I shoved my fingers under the device as far as I dared and met eyes with Skrew.

      “You might want to back up a little more,” I warned him. He did so without a word.

      I yanked and threw myself backward, landing 10 yards away two seconds later. I was still getting used to my newfound strength. The Enforcer’s body was still there, and in my hand, I held the crystal, its bezel, and about two inches of a dozen bloodsoaked wires.

      There was no explosion, and I wasn’t dead.

      I inspected the crystal closely, poked it a few times, and watched as the hole I had made spread across the surface in spider web-like cracks. A few more taps, and the crystal turned to dust, which I gently blew away.

      Behind the crystal was a nest of metal circuirty, and a black orb about the size of a marble. It was so black, it looked as though I were peering into a bottomless pit at the edge of the universe, its shape only defined by the circuitry surrounding it.

      I pulled some of the wires free and broke the frame holding the orb in place. Nothing happened, so I prodded it with my finger.

      

      You are our avatar. Make your way to our artifacts. Retrieve them. Assemble them. Open the way for our arrival.

      

      The words of the Lakunae bounced around in my head for several seconds. I felt a bit dizzy and numb. Whatever it was that I’d found, I knew it was important. If nothing else, it was different than any of the tech I’d seen so far. Different than anything except…

      I drew the sword I’d found in the belly of the dragon and held it near the orb. The material was identical, so far as I could tell. I didn’t know what either was made of, but it seemed to be the same substance.

      I experimented by touching the two together, but nothing happened. Then I realized the significance of that. I touched the two together a little harder. Nothing happened. I set the device on a small, exposed rock, warned Skrew to take another step back, and struck the orb hard enough to cut it in two. The blow cracked the rock, but the orb wasn’t damaged. There wasn’t the slightest hint of a scratch or blemish on its obsidian-colored surface.

      Well, that was weird. I figured the orb was some kind of power source, and it was probably incredibly valuable. I’d need currency at some point, especially since I was traveling to a city, so I decided to search the rest of the corpses.

      I had to move the trees off the two other bodies, but a quick inspection of both smashed Enforcers revealed only one other of the orbs. I wasn’t sure what I’d expected when the Lakunae told me to retrieve their artifacts, but these little orbs definitely weren’t what I had in mind. Hell, I didn’t even know whether these two little black spheres were actual artifacts. Regardless, they were likely useful to someone on this planet, someone whom I could barter with.

      The sword at my side was priceless, however. I’d never found a blade that could hold up to something as destructive as plasma or slide through crystal like it was glass. I examined the weapon for a moment and traced the smooth edge of the pitch-black blade.

      “I think I’ll call you Ebon,” I said.

      “Who’s Ebon?” Skrew chirped, but I ignored him and sheathed my newly named sword at my side.

      “Let’s go,” I said as I pocketed the two orbs. “Lead the way to Brazud.”

      Skrew nodded, kicked the second Enforcer’s leg as he walked past it, and continued down the trail.
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      We’d only been traveling a day, but Skrew acted like it had been a week. The status of our rations also made it look like it had been longer as well. I was down to a day—maybe two—of water, but I still had at least three days of food left. Skrew had gorged himself with the “yummy tasties,” as he’d called them, and was completely out. The last time he complained, about a half-hour ago, I’d told him that if he was hungry, he could eat his boogers. He hadn’t talked to me since. It was heavenly.

      Brazud was only two days away, according to Skrew’s knowledge. My vrak guide wouldn’t starve to death. Something else might kill him, but dehydration and starvation wouldn’t do it. I was almost starting to like the little guy, even if he made my skin itch. Even at his most annoying, it was better to have him there than be alone.

      I kept my head on a swivel, inspecting each and every thing we passed. The local wildlife excelled at camouflage, so I didn’t allow myself to grow complacent. Every rock, tree, or shrub could be a predator lying in wait. I could handle anything that decided to jump at me, but Skrew would be nothing more than a limp slice of bacon to even the tamest predator.

      As we continued down the well-worn path, I kept an eye on my surroundings but turned my thoughts to Skrew. His people were slavers. They even enslaved each other. For that reason alone, I found myself unable to fully trust him. Although he’d given me no indication that he meant to betray me once we reached Brazud, he also wasn’t right in the head. Anything was possible. He could even be planning on selling me once we got to a major city where I’d be vastly outnumbered. If he tried it, I decided, he’d be the first to die.

      I’d feel bad, but I hated traitors.

      Still, I felt a little bad for being short with my weird traveling companion. He was loony, but he’d given me no real indication of being any kind of threat. It was a bit hard to when the little guy made a game out of hopping over every stone in the road and snapping his fingers in mid-air.

      The vrak turned around and offered a little smile. It was a peace offering, I knew. I had an idea.

      “Keep your eyes open for anything that looks edible,” I said. “Even if the edible thing needs to be killed.”

      “Yes,” Skrew said, clapping two of his hands together as he grinned widely. “Yes, kill and eat some delicious food. Yes.” His mood brightened considerably as we continued. He began turning his big head back and forth as he scanned the woods for something to kill.

      Unfortunately, his search turned up empty.

      “We are here,” Skrew said after a good hour. His voice was quiet, timid, and his expression showed he was feeling stressed.

      I looked around, but all I saw was more forest and a fork in the path. One went to the left while the other meandered to the right. Both sides looked equally woody and lacked distinguishing features.. There were no buildings, no signposts, nothing indicating that we’d reached Brazud a full day ahead of schedule.

      “We’re where?” I asked.

      “At the shortcut.” Skrew pointed to the junction of the fork, straight ahead.

      I stepped closer and inspected the ground. There was a path, but it was faint and seemed rarely used. I couldn’t see where it lead, but it did appear that someone had taken the narrow trail no more than a week before.

      “I don’t like the idea of a shortcut,” I said. “We should go whatever way isn’t a shortcut.”

      “No!” Skrew grabbed his stomach with all four of his hands. “It will mean more walks. More walks, and Skrew is hungry. More times of walks. A half-day of more walks! Skrew will die of not eating!”

      I inhaled, ready to tell him to grow up and quit acting like a baby but decided against it. Doing so wouldn’t accomplish anything. He hadn’t mislead me so far, and I knew I had to start trusting someone, or life on this planet would likely become very difficult.

      I was also worried that if I pissed him off, he’d leave. I could force him to stay, but then I wouldn’t be able to trust his advice. Plus, he wasn’t a slave. If he wanted to leave, I’d let him. I decided it was a better tactical decision to allow him to lead me down the shortcut rather than risk trying to navigate alone.

      After losing the trail and having to double-back to find it again a couple of times, it became easier to spot. Also, the air temperature began to rise again, as did the humidity. It made me think of the jungle, of Enra, and of our night in the cave. I wanted to see her again, but there were priorities, other things to take care of first, like finding my crew.

      The sound of a tiny branch breaking drew my attention. I immediately crouched and raised a hand to warn Skrew. Rather than see my signal, the gray-skinned alien was happily stomping through the underbrush without a care in the world.

      I drew Ebon halfway and waited, searching for the source of the noise. A second later, a sparkly skinned alien in dark green leather clothing stopped between Skrew and my hiding spot. It looked like the same species as the female I’d saved from the Enforcers the day before. It had the same iridescent scales on the back of its neck and wore the same kind of clothing. The alien turned its head and regarded the happy vrak for a moment. I held my breath and prepared to cut our visitor in half if it showed the first indication of wanting to harm my guide.

      It didn’t. Instead, it turned back to its destination and soundlessly hurried into the woods.

      I got goosebumps when I realized how close I’d come to being surprised. The alien was skilled at stealth, something I needed to impart on Skrew before too much more time had passed. Stealth wasn’t something I’d ever seen any of his kind display, and I was more worried about his life than I was my own. I could take care of myself.

      Another sound stopped the vrak dead in his tracks. He crouched, which made me feel like there might be hope for him, after all. What I heard, however, washed all the good feelings away. It was the sound of battle.

      Shouts—orders, commands, and acknowledgements—mixed with the grunts of strenuous activity echoed from deeper in the woods to our right. I wasn’t sure how many there were or who was fighting whom, but I was able to identify five distinct voices. They all had the same urgent tone, and I detected the same accent among them. It seemed they were fighting a common foe together, and I suspected one of them was the lizard-like individual who had passed across our trail earlier.

      Skrew looked back at me and waited.

      I realized he wanted to know what I would do. He knew I was tempted to go see what was happening. He also knew we were on a mission. And he was right. I found it difficult to walk away from a fight, even when I wasn’t involved. I found it difficult to avoid watching, collecting data, and understanding those who might be my foes someday. It was a real struggle to decide whether to continue down the path and leave the fight behind us or get closer so that I could see what was happening.

      Skrew was staring at me. It was time to make a decision. I decided to investigate. I couldn’t help myself. It was data, and I knew that it might be useful in the future. I told myself I’d just watch, then slink away when the fight was over or I’d learned enough to satisfy my curiosity. But if something there threatened my progress, my mission, or my gut feeling, then I’d deal with it accordingly.

      I motioned for Skrew to stay where he was as I approached him.

      “You aren’t very good at staying quiet,” I whispered. “So, stay here and wait for me. I’m going to go see what’s happening. I’ll be back soon, and then we can continue toward Brazud.”

      He frowned and patted his stomach.

      “I’ll see if there’s anything to eat, too,” I reassured him. “If there is, you’ll get the bigger portion. Deal?”

      Skrew smiled, mimed eating, and rubbed his stomach. Then he found a thick bush to hide in and made himself comfortable. When he was settled, I turned, stayed low, and stalked toward the sounds of battle.

      There were five creatures with features that made me think they were male. Muscular limbs gripped dagger-like blades. Short horns grew from their chins and cheeks like a beard. Some of them appeared to have painted their spikes, but most were black.

      Probably makes better camouflage, I thought. The ones with painted spikes could be elders or leaders of some kind. Maybe they indicate rank or status?

      One of them wore a strange necklace with a large crescent-shaped pendant as black as Ebon. I was curious, but turned my attention back to the battle

      The creature they were fighting was a horror from a drunken sailor’s worst nightmare. It appeared that the aliens had surrounded a giant octopus that had been half-swallowed by an even larger brown bear. Five tentacles, each at least three yards long, grew along the circumference of a mouth that could open almost as wide as the monster’s whole body. The inside of its huge red maw was lined with rows of teeth as long and as thick as my thumb.

      The aliens danced around the amorphous tentacle-bear, ducked, and jumped as it struck out at them with its tendrils. Almost every one of the monster’s strikes resulted in another small wound.

      “Two!” one of the aliens shouted.

      In response, a slightly smaller male dashed forward and climbed on the monster’s back. He grabbed a fistful of fur and held on as the beast worried itself with the three aliens standing in front of it. A moment later, the order of “one” was issued, and a second alien joined the first. Together, they began hacking away at the monster’s back and were almost immediately covered in blood.

      It was a primal set of tactics but effective.

      The huge predator thrashed, threw one of the aliens to the ground and turned, obviously intending to chew its tormentor to death. The three others on the ground sprang into action.

      One shouted at the monster, attempting to distract it from his fallen comrade. The second charged at the beast, who was now facing broadside, and climbed onto its back, helping the third who was still carving at its body with its dagger. The fourth charged, inspected the monster’s rear-end for a moment, then stabbed hard with his blade.

      If the pain on the hybrid-bear’s back had been bad, it was apparently nothing compared to the pain the stab to its nether-region had delivered. The monster’s trumpeting sound of anguish reverberated through my whole body and made my bones hum a warning.

      The tentacle-bear spun quickly, causing the two clinging to its back to stop stabbing and hold on, which couldn’t have been easy, judging how much of the thing’s blood they were covered in.

      The object of its rage had already bounded away and had joined the other two on its back. The monster roared its trumpeting sound again and tried to throw the aliens from its back but was too weak to do so. They continued hacking, and it continued slowing, until finally, there was no movement at all.

      I knew a fighting team when I saw one, and the aliens I was watching had obviously fought together many times before. Besides a few commands to draw their attention to an immediate need, all their leader had to do was his own part. They’d fought and killed before. Probably many times before. I was impressed.

      I turned to leave and sighed when I heard Skrew open up with a shouted, vile string of curse words. He’d been found.

      I sprinted toward his hiding spot and discovered two more green-clad aliens pulling him from under the bush. Each had a pointy dagger leveled at him, and each wore a grim expression. Not on my watch, lizard-man.

      “Dirty-booger, foot-foul, water-mouth, dung-muncher!” Skrew hissed. The aliens were not impressed.

      They were impressed, however, when a human erupted from the undergrowth, carrying a black sword and bellowing a war cry. They were so impressed, they froze in place and obliged me by standing completely still so that I could crash into them properly.

      I heard one of their bones snap when I ploughed into—and through—them. The alien cried out in pain. I slid to a halt, smashed over a large tree to slow my momentum, and rushed back to the two aliens sprawled on the ground. I had to make it quick,. Otherwise, one of them might get a lucky shot and take out my guide.

      I glanced at both, attempting to quickly determine which one was the bigger threat but found it difficult to decide. One was unconscious, and the other had a broken arm. Neither were trying to get up.

      “Let’s go,” I said to Skrew, who shivered to himself at my words.

      “The nasty green were going to kill Skrew,” he whispered.

      “I know. Let’s—” I stopped when I noticed the first alien emerging from the woods. I only saw one, but I knew the others were nearby. I guessed I was surrounded. I respected them, though. I didn’t want to kill any unnecessarily, but I wouldn’t allow them to hurt Skrew either.

      The one who’d emerged first was the one I had identified as the leader. He stopped and pointed at my sword.

      “Look,” he said to the others, obviously concealed nearby. “Look at his sword. He has slain Pedaloth.” There was no response from the others.

      “If you’re speaking of the dragon-creature I killed, then I did so in self-defense,” I said.

      As a Federal Marine Officer, I’d also had training in negotiation. I didn’t want to kill such fine warriors. It wasn’t because I was afraid of them. I hoped that by sparing their lives, they might join me if I needed help freeing my crew later. Plus, they carried no tech, and from what I’d seen, only the bad guys had tech.

      I quickly learned that the males of the species also had the neck-things. Their leader hissed, displayed his sparkly pink neck-flaps for me, and charged.

      His first mistake was allowing himself to get angry. Anger alone never made a fighter a winner. As soon as a warrior allowed it to become personal, he got sloppy. I decided to teach him a lesson. I’d teach them all a lesson.

      He lunged with his blade. He was fast, but his dagger was no match for Ebon. I countered, cutting his blade off at the hilt. He stumbled forward in an attempt to stop himself. I helped by striking his amulet hard, trusting it wouldn’t break, trusting it was made of the same stuff as Ebon. It was, but the impact knocked him to his back.

      “Three!” one of the other warriors ordered.

      I caught sight of a warrior jumping through the air toward me, waited until he was closer, and mule-kicked him just hard enough to knock the wind out of him in one big huff. He went down in a heap a few yards from his leader.

      I turned to face the last three, 10 yards away, who’d apparently learned from the mistakes of the others. Each carried a dagger, and each focused on the black blade in my hand.

      “Don’t be stupid,” I warned. They ignored it, but their attack was more sophisticated.

      The alien in the middle began to jog toward me while the other two sprinted at an angle to flank me. Skrew chose the same moment to grab onto my leg and squeal in fear.

      “Get off me!” I bellowed as I shook my guide free.

      I barely dodged a thrown dagger aimed at my head. I wasn’t sure if it would actually cut me, but I wasn’t willing to stand still to find out. I’d punched things, ripped things, but hadn’t received any injury more serious than a bruise yet. I wasn’t sure if I could be cut, but I wasn’t willing to find out if a knife thrown at my head would skewer my brains or not.

      Skrew grunted when he hit the ground at my side and finally let go. I’d either knocked him out, or I’d killed him, but at that moment, I didn’t care which one it was. Soft padding in the dirt told me the ones who were flanking me were close. I didn’t have room to maneuver. I couldn’t run. I had to rely on my training and whatever the Lakunae had done to me. I knew it wouldn’t be easy; I’d seen the aliens take down a giant monster.

      I could leap backward to gain some distance and foil their plan. But I was certain they’d kill Skrew if I did that—if nothing else than for spite. Instead, I rotated Ebon’s blade in my hand and charged the one in front.

      He tried to dive to one side, but a quick smack to his collarbone sent him sliding into the dirt. I rolled, narrowly escaping a wild slash from the one to my left, and temporarily lost sight of the one on the right. When I found him again, he had jumped onto my back and was driving his dagger toward my throat.

      My right hand held Ebon while my left hand snatched the alien’s ankle. With both hands busy, I did the only thing I could think of. I caught the blade with my teeth. A quick twist of my head wrenched it from the alien’s grasp, and a yank of my left hand turned the warrior into a flailing club.

      I took one swing with my new club and missed the last warrior as he ducked and rolled to the side. I didn’t miss the tree behind him, though. My flesh-flail hit it with a sickening thud. When I let go, he seemed to be stuck to the tree for a moment before painfully falling to the ground.

      The last warrior stood, pulled a second knife from behind his back, and performed a fancy little dance with them, trying to intimidate me.

      In response, I flicked my head and spat the dagger I’d caught at his forehead. The blade flew through the air like a dart before slamming into his skull with a thunk that echoed through the trees. His head exploded like a watermelon and painted the forest in a splatter of bone and brain matter.

      Screw cackled. “Thunk!” he said before miming the warrior’s head explosion.

      My alien companion noticed movement behind me, retrieved the dagger from the last warrior, and marched toward the alien leader, murder in his narrow eyes.

      “Don’t,” I ordered. “I’ve got this.”

      Skrew frowned so deeply, I thought his face might split in half.

      I stood above the leader and held Ebon’s sharp tip in front of his face, making it very clear that with little more than a flick of my wrist, I could show him exactly what his brains looked like.

      I glanced at the amulet the alien wore. It was definitely made of the same material as Ebon and the two marble-sized power devices I carried in my pocket. The item demanded my attention, drew me to it like a moth to a flame. I tried to resist, reminding myself that sometimes the moth got too close and burst into flame, but I could hardly take my eyes from it.

      From somewhere in the back of my mind, from a place that felt like a distant memory, the voice of the Lakunae whispered to me. I couldn’t make out the words or their meaning, but I knew the identities of those who whispered in my head.

      “I surrender.” He held his hands out, palms up, to show me he no longer carried a weapon.

      “Why did your people attack my guide?” I nodded toward Skrew who danced from foot to foot.

      The alien turned his head to Skrew, frowned, and locked eyes with me. “We will not be your slaves. We will resist you. You will spend every night while you sleep, wondering if it is the night we cut your throat. If you sell us away, we will return. We will hunt you. We will find you. We will strangle you with your own entrails. We will not be your slaves for long.”

      “Good,” I said.

      The alien managed to look as surprised as Skrew, who also managed to look more disappointed than I’d ever seen him look.

      “Good?” the alien asked, his neck flaps withdrawing.

      “Yes,” I said. “Because I’m not a slaver.”

      He glanced at Skrew. “But—”

      “But neither is my guide,” I said. “Your mistake was assuming that just because he’s a vrak, he must be a slaver. In fact, he was a slave. I freed him.”

      I heard the one with the broken arm and the first lizard-man I’d struck begin to stir behind me. They were obviously badly injured, but they seemed willing to give their lives if I intended to enslave them. The one I’d skewered with the knife didn’t get up, but then I wasn’t exactly expecting him to. Skrew stepped closer, watching them with frightened eyes.

      “Your men listen to your orders.” I took a knee and leaned close. “Order them to stand down, or next time, I won’t spare their lives. You’ve made a mistake. Now, don’t make it worse by sacrificing them needlessly.”

      “Zero!” the alien said. The sound of movement behind me stopped. “I am Shesh. I have made a grave error.”

      “Yes,” I agreed, “you have.” My eyes returned to the amulet.

      “You have spared my life.” Shesh removed the amulet from around his neck. “Therefore, I offer you the Spirit-Watcher, an heirloom of my people.”

      “No,” one of the groggy warriors behind me whispered.

      “Zero!” Shesh hissed as he gently laid the device in my outstretched hand. “You are not like the others. There is something of the Dark Ones in you.”

      The Dark Ones. A cold shiver ran up my spine as I stared at the device. I knew who they were. They were the Lakunae, and somehow, they were galaxy-wide-famous. Why they chose me, someone who hadn’t believed in them at all, I didn’t know. But there I was, their avatar.

      I turned it over a few times and marveled at how the material absorbed all the light it received and reflected none of it back. It was a hole into nothingness—a gap in the universe—the absence of reality.

      “Why is it called Spirit-Watcher?” I asked.

      “Because,” he said, his voice becoming quiet and reverent, “it shows us the spirit-world. It shows us the spirit of those around us. It is a gift from the Dark Ones, a lens into their realm.”

      I turned the device over in my hand. “I accept your offering of peace. Go, and learn from what’s happened here.” It was the most I could say after receiving the gift.

      The alien scooted away from me before standing. “I will,” he said. Then he gave the Spirit-Watcher a sad look before he ran to join to his people. They carried the corpse with the burst head away as they disappeared quietly into the forest.

      I almost felt bad for killing one of their comrades, but I hadn’t had much of a choice. If I hadn’t treated the situation with lethal precision, Skrew might have died, and then the path to Brazud would have been far more difficult.

      “Jacob did kick the big, big ass!” Skrew breathed. “Then he not kill the maggot-wart. But Jacob and Skrew are having fun, yes? Skrew make them fight, accidently. Jacob beat them up, pow! Jacob find cool stuff! We make great team.”

      I groaned. You still need a guide, Jacob. You still need a guide. I repeated it to myself like a mantra.
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      My new amulet felt cool against my skin as Skrew and I resumed our journey toward Brazud. The trees grew thinner, and I spotted a well-traveled road at the edge of the treeline. The smells of civilization announced our proximity to a town or city, and not all of them were pleasant. We were still a while away from Brazud, so this had to be someplace else.

      The unmistakable smell of food and wood fires filled the air. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until my stomach protested. I still had food left but decided to wait. There’d been enough trouble in the trees, and I’d already seen the kind of creatures that prowled through it. My best option was to sit down with a wall to my back and suppress the desire to eat.

      The unpleasant odors, mostly of dung, the stench of sweaty bodies, and possibly pheromones, competed with the pleasant ones.

      “Jacob and Skrew approach Madomar,” Skrew whispered.

      “Madomar?” I asked. “Can you tell me about it?”

      “Was way-station of Sitar. Food. Goodies. Bombs. Pew-guns. Brazud beyond Madomar. Not far, but beyond.” He sniffed the air before continuing. “Maybe buy food, yes? Jacob has money?”

      I’d taken the black orbs because I wanted something to sell for currency, but I really didn’t want to part with them.

      “I don’t have any money,” I said. “So, we’ll have to eat our rations and find something in the wild to eat.”

      Maybe another steak-a-pede? I thought.

      “ Skrew steal food, yes?” he asked.

      “Maybe,” I said. I didn’t feel good about it, but my own store of food wouldn’t last forever. I couldn’t bet on finding another alien that was worth eating since we hadn’t discovered anything edible since leaving the Ish-Nul.

      I’d try to find some way of getting money first before taking Skrew up on his offer. Short of selling Ebon, the orbs, or the amulet, I could probably arm-wrestle a few aliens. Maybe perform some feats of strengths and get them all to throw whatever served as currency into an empty hat. Maybe Skrew could do a dance or recount one of his stories? Nah, that would be a bad idea. They’d more than likely find him as annoying as I had when I’d first met him and decide he was better off without a tongue.

      We left the treeline and stepped out onto a wide road filled with a teeming mass of sentient species. I made a mental note to go through the pockets of the next alien who tried to kill me, and with the wicked looks Skrew was receiving from more than a dozen alien species, I didn’t think I’d have to wait long.

      Both sides of the dirt road were lined with shanty-style houses, much like those in the vrak town Skrew had come from. These, however, were mostly constructed of wood and had far less trash piled on top. The other major difference was that all of them were open to the street.

      The front walls were propped up with either wooden or metal poles to provide shade for both the shoppers and the merchants, most of whom had their wares spread out on a shelf they stood behind. I tucked the amulet beneath my shirt just in case it attracted the wrong kind of attention. I couldn’t hide my new sword, Ebon, but then that might have been a good thing. I didn’t want any of the aliens to think I would be easy prey.

      “Fresh sorill fruit!” one vendor yelled from his stall as he waved a fist-sized green ball covered in spikes.

      “Sir,” another said, drawing my attention to him, “do you need some new manacles for your pet, or do you like him to keep his hands free to pleasure you?” His elephant-like face grinned at me from behind curled tusks as he held a double-pair of manacles. There were four restraints, making it obvious they were designed for creatures with four arms or legs.

      I shot him a filthy glance while palming my sword, and he cowered into the safety of his stall.

      “Filthy gretin,” Skrew spat as we moved on.

      The further we walked into the crowded town, the less comfortable I became. I pushed the feeling aside and focused on gathering information on the town and the creatures around me. A better understanding of this planet and its society would be beneficial for finding any members of the Revenge who might have ended up here.

      I heard the sound of roaring engines and watched as a hovercraft the size of a Mars taxi raced down the street. Aliens scattered out of the vehicle’s path as it careened toward us. With one hand, I shoved three aliens who resembled walking tentacles out of the way. With the other hand, I picked Skrew up by his loincloth and yanked him to safety a moment before the hovercraft smashed into one of the stalls.

      “You save Skrew!” my guide gasped as I put him down.

      Inside the hovercraft, two toad-like aliens argued in a language I might have understood if their vehicle’s engine wasn’t so loud. They slapped each other with little hands, sending their thrumming vehicle across to another stall full of tall bottles of purple liquid. From the sound of the crash, most of the bottles broke on impact. A second later, the toads stopped fighting and spun their huge eyeballs around as they surveyed the damage. Without another word, they fled the scene of the accident.

      So, hovercraft technology existed on this planet. So far, I’d seen basic industrial manufacturing and junkpile tech. But this vehicle was a sign that more advanced technology existed here. The hovercraft wasn’t of Federation design, but I could see the antigrav generators, its small powerplant, and a cockpit.

      “Stupid travoni,” Skrew spat as the destructive duo fled into the distance.

      “Stupid what?” I asked.

      “Travoni. Travon. They bad drivers. Never should fly. Never should drive. Always should hop. Bad drivers, travoni.”

      The possibility of real tech opened my eyes to what else was around me. I scanned the stalls, looking for tech-weapons. Though I saw a few knives and a sword, I didn’t see any sign of particle weapons, laser weapons, or any other kind of high-tech enemy elimination solutions. I stopped short when I saw a hand-blaster.

      The owner was a round-bellied, furry creature that would have resembled an oversized teddy bear except for the fangs jutting up from its bottom jaw. Nobody in their right mind would make a teddy bear with fangs like that. No kid in their right mind would want one.

      The hand-blaster was mostly buried in a pile of tech-pieces, most of which looked like they had been in a fire. I approached the vendor, and he grunted at me as I surveyed his wares. I shifted the mostly inoperable pieces out of the way to get to the hand-blaster.

      When I took the firearm in my hand, I noticed it felt light. . . too light. Though it wasn’t Federation design, I quickly discovered the location of the magazine release. Good to see that there was a universal model for pistols for creatures with opposable thumbs. When I dropped the magazine and looked inside for ammunition, a little bug flew out. It was empty.

      “Got a powerpack for this?” I asked the vendor.

      He laughed. At least, I thought it was a laugh. It was sort of a wheezy, choking, phlegm-in-the-throat kind of sound.

      “No power. Nobody has power. Sell real cheap. Make good club.” He made a clubbing motion with his furry hand, just in case I didn’t understand what he was talking about.

      I sighed. Handguns made terrible clubs. Rifles sometimes worked, but a real club still beat a rifle every time. I put the gun back as I swore under my breath. Though I might be able to find a powerpack for it somewhere, I didn’t want to tote the thing around until I did. I didn’t have any money, but I still had my training, Ebon, and a guide who was proving himself pretty useful in certain situations.

      Skrew got my attention by tapping me on the arm. When I looked, he made a weird face, stuck out his tongue, and tilted his head to one side. I wondered if he was having a stroke. He did it again, this time with more emphasis. I knew he was trying to tell me something, but I wasn’t sure what it was. I almost considering slapping him upside the head, but then I remembered that he’d offered to steal food for me. I figured he was now offering to steal the hand-blaster. The last thing I needed was attention from those who considered themselves to be in authority, so I grabbed him by his little ear and towed him away.

      When I did, I noticed something out of the corner of my eye. A figure in a hooded cloak was standing still among the hubbub of activity, its gaze pinned to me. When I looked, the person was gone. They’d vanished into the thick mass of aliens and their wares. I made a mental note to be on my guard. I’d only been on this planet a few days, and there was already a laundry-list of people that likely wanted some payback.

      My attention was drawn to a vendor closing a transaction with a humanoid with snakes instead of hair. The Medusa-like alien took an ax from the stall and tested its weight with a powerful swing. The weapon’s design made it clear that its creator intended it to be used for killing rather than tree-chopping. Spikes protruded from the ax’s sides and the hook of its blade. It was a fierce-looking weapon, but the transaction was what interested me the most. I spotted what the people were using for money: small, metal rings.

      They were so small, they might not have been able to fit around an infant’s pinky. The man pulled the rings off a leather string and handed them to the vendor. When he’d counted the proper amount, he tied the ends of the string together and looped it over his head. Looking around, I noticed several other shoppers with similar-looking strings sticking out from their plain shirts.

      So, that was the currency of Madomar.

      I noticed the hooded person again.. Though I couldn’t make out the face, it was humanoid, a little shorter than me, and had pale skin.

      I was being watched by someone with a keen interest in where I was and what I was doing.

      From my experience, I knew things like that rarely turned out well. Whoever it was would have to be confronted and dealt with before they had a chance to escape and report their findings to whoever their boss was.

      I needed to set a trap and catch the spy. After that, I’d figure out what to do with it.

      The deeper we walked into the town, the more alien hands I had to push away. Hawkers filled the air with their noise, and items of various utilities waved in their air from both sides of the street. My guess was that the locals only walked as far as they needed to. Once they found a vendor who was selling what they were looking for, they turned around and went home. That meant the vendors further from the outskirts had a tough time selling their wares. Being pushy probably worked for them.

      An old, female human was walking past a particularly pushy creature with crab-like claws when it reached out and grabbed her by her sackcloth dress and dragged her close.

      “Your home could use one of these, yes?” the vendor demanded. The woman struggled to get away, but the crab held fast. “I could make you a good deal, yes? Maybe you will buy two, yes? Three?”

      “Let me go!” the woman cried. Nobody nearby offered any help, but just as I got ready to intervene, she pulled a long knife from a hidden place on her dress and pressed it to one of the crab’s extended eyestalks.

      “Let go, or I’ll make you grow a new eye,” she warned. The crab released her dress, and the woman hurried away.

      I laughed and checked to make sure Skrew was still close by. We’d made it halfway through the crowded streets, and I didn’t want to lose him.

      “Buy for your home, yes?” the crab asked when I got close. I rested my hand on my sword and watched him to see if he’d try the same thing with me. There would be no warning if he did. I’d take both his eyes.

      The crab looked me up and down before its eyes came to rest on my sword. It made a chattering sound before looking away like it hadn’t noticed me at all.

      That’s what I thought. It’s different when you have to defend your actions with your life. I chuckled. I couldn’t help it.

      When a human vendor selling fur clothing did reach out for me, Skrew came to the rescue. He slapped the vendor’s hand without breaking stride, made a rude gesture with two of his hands, and shook his other two fists at the human.

      The vendor returned the gesture, added a hip-gyrating insult of his own, and repeated the first gesture again. The silent tirade went back and forth for a full minute before the two lost sight of each other in the teeming crowd of aliens, humans, and unidentified things that might have been alive or not. Some were so weird, I couldn’t tell.

      It struck me how strange my situation really was. I’d grown up on Mars, where humanity was the primary and dominant species. The MSM command had found few signs of sentient life in our system, except the Xeno. But here I was, understanding every voice. I was almost sure the Lakunae had something to do with that. I figured it was the best conclusion to make. Whatever tech—or magic, if it could be called that—they’d used had gifted me with a universal language translator in my brain.

      I noticed a group of vendors bickering, and a second later, they were brawling in the middle of the street. I moved past them, dragging Skrew away from the fight. He seemed intent on spectating, but we had places to be.

      The bazaar was a huge cultural melting pot full of opportunistic vendors, desperate workers, and traders, and species of all kinds. It was a bomb waiting to go off, and I had no intention of staying here any longer than I had to. But there was the small problem of the hooded figure who kept appearing at the corners of my vision.

      A few moments later, I checked to make sure Skrew was still with me and hadn’t gone back to spectate the brawl when I caught sight of the hooded figure yet again. Whoever it was, it was bold enough to follow us through the crowd. Enough was enough.

      I had to find out who the spy was and what it wanted.

      I put an arm around Skrew’s shoulders and pointed at a vendor, pretending to talk about either the long-limbed, hairless alien behind the trash it was trying to sell, or the trash itself.

      “We’re being followed,” I whispered. “Someone wearing a—turn back around and quit looking, just listen. Someone wearing a hood. I’m going to stop at this vendor. You walk to the next one, then double-back and drag the sneak behind the empty stall to our right. Got it?”

      Skrew’s answer was a giggle and clapping hands.

      Two minutes later, Skrew was gone. I tried to make sense of what the vendor was selling while I watched the edge of the nearby stall, waiting to see Skrew drag the spy behind it.

      “And what do you call this thing?” I asked, lifting up an odd device to its salesman.

      “It’s a transrectifying particle unit,” the vendor explained in a slow, monotone voice.

      “Is it a weapon, or a tool?”

      “It transrectifies particles,” the vendor shrugged. “You want it? I’ll give you a good price.“

      I was relieved when I saw Skrew drag a kicking, fighting, hooded spy behind the big stall. I sat the transrectifying particle unit down, thanked the vendor for his time, and joined Skrew.

      When I got there, the spy had Skrew at knifepoint and looked like it was about to gut him. The space behind the empty vendor’s stall was piled high with rusted scraps of metal. Small stones skittered underfoot as I moved in to rescue my guide.

      I grabbed the spy’s skinny wrist, plucked the short knife from its grip, and spun the spy around to face me. Then, I pulled its hood back, to reveal the lizard-woman who’d told me I was a bad man after saving her ass from three Enforcers.

      I got a better look at her, since she wasn’t spitting in my general direction, nor trying to insult me. Her skin was very human-like, except for the scales that ran down her forehead, past her lips, down her throat, and between her breasts. I was glad to see she had two of them. Anything was possible with aliens.

      Her eyes were green and yellow—more yellow near her vertical, cat-like pupil and more green at the edge of her irises. The rest of her eyes were white, like mine. Though they were different than any eyes I’d ever seen on a person, they were a beautiful color. Her red hair hung loose over her shoulders.

      “What do you want?” I demanded.

      “She threaten to evisir… efisur… cut Skrew!” the vrak hissed. “Maybe Jacob gut her? Maybe pull head off and play toss-back with it? Maybe kick femur out ass and—”

      “You’re fine,” I interrupted. “Stand guard. Let me know if anyone’s coming.”

      Skrew frowned again and pouted. I didn’t blame him for wanting revenge. Also, I wasn’t convinced I wouldn’t do one of the things he suggested. I didn’t like being followed, and she still hadn’t answered my question.

      “What do you want?” I said slowly.

      “You killed Pedaloth,” she said. “Why?”

      “I killed the dragon because it attacked a village of innocent people.”

      “What village?” she asked, disbelief coating her words like dirty syrup.

      “I don’t know if it had a name,” I said.

      “Return the sword to me, and I will try to forget your face.”

      “Maybe Skrew rearrange your face,” the vrak added as he raised all four of his fists. “Then everybody try to forget. Look like your face caught fire and someone try to stop fire with chain, huh?”

      “That’s enough, Skrew,” I said, never breaking eye contact with the spy. “Why do you care if I killed it or not?” I asked the scaled woman. “The thing was a monster. It was more than half machine. It tried to kill everyone.”

      “I don’t believe you.” Her expression was defiant but frightened. She knew I could kill her, yet even then, she displayed a courage uncommon among most people. It made me even more interested in her.

      “Where is this village?” she asked again.

      I didn't want to tell her. If I let her go, and she told anyone else, the home of the Ish-Nul might be burned to the ground in retaliation. But there was something in her eyes, in her expression, that told me she wasn’t out for vengeance. She wanted something else, but what it was, I wasn’t sure.

      I sighed. “I told you; I don’t know where it is. It’s by a shore. The people are called the Ish-Nul.”

      She gasped. “That is far to the north. Very far. Pedaloth did not travel that far. You lie.”

      “When was the last time you saw this… Pedaloth?”

      She didn’t answer, but her expression softened, and she chewed on her bottom lip. It had been a while. “We have not seen Pedaloth for 20 cycles.”

      I assumed “cycles” meant days. “Would that have been enough time for the creature to travel all the way to the Ish-Nul?”

      She nodded and continued to chew her lip.

      “Why do you care?” It seemed like a fair question to me, but when I asked, one tear fell from the woman’s eye onto her cheek.

      “Pedaloth is ancient,” she explained. Her voice was strained, and she worked hard not to cry. “Pedaloth is sacred to my people. She has been with us since the beginning. She has protected us, and we have cared for her.”

      “She wasn’t being all that protective when she attacked the village I was in,” I countered.

      “No,” the woman said, “she was not.”

      I waited for a pack of hawkers waving farming tools to pass by the stall before I spoke again.

      “Did you send Pedaloth to attack the Ish-Nul?”

      “No, never!” she gasped. “We did not command Pedaloth. We never needed to. She never strayed far. When the vrak came to take our people, she killed and ate them all to protect us.”

      I heard Skrew inhale, and I was certain he was about to say something nasty. I held up a hand to silence him.

      “What is your name?” I asked the lizard-woman.

      She took a deep breath and stood up straight before answering. I hadn’t realized she’d been cowering. “I am called Yaltu.”

      She studied my face as she said it, probably looking for a hint of recognition. I’d never heard it before, which seemed to make her curious. Whoever she was, she thought she was important. Of course, Skrew thought he was important, too… and he was looney.

      “Who sent Pedaloth to attack the Ish-Nul, then?” I asked.

      “I do not know,” Yaltu said. “The Ish-Nul are peaceful people. They hunt the creatures of the land and the creatures of the sea. They do not hunt those who are sacred to my people. They do not make war with us. We sometimes buy the creatures from the sea they catch. They smoke the meat, and it is delicious. We have never had quarrel with them. We would not bring war to them. We would not bring harm to them.”

      “Your dragon killed many of them. And burned homes.”

      “Pedaloth must have been affected by someone or something.” She paused for a moment. “Are you of the Ish-Nul?” She studied my face and my features, probably looking for something that would give her a clue.

      “No, I’m not. I found one of their people as a slave near a place called the refinery. I freed her.” I gestured at Skrew. “And this nosy vrak, who should be watching for trouble instead of staring at us.”

      Skrew grumbled something about making trouble rather than looking for it.

      “You freed a slave?” Yaltu asked, her expression one of startled bewilderment.

      “Of course I did,” I said defensively.

      “Why would you rescue a slave? Most are debt-slaves. They are stupid and must work for their master until their debt is paid. Many are criminals who must remain a slave for their whole life to repay their debt for the crimes they have committed. Why would you save a worthless slave?”

      “Because slavery is wrong,” I whispered. “Slavery has always been wrong and will always be wrong. There’s never a good excuse for it. There’s never a good reason for it. There’s never a time when it’s right or just or best for society. I abhor slavery, and I abhor slavers.” I took a half-step back and relaxed my hands when I realized I had gripped my Ebon’s hilt.

      Yaltu’s expression wasn’t one of fright or intimidation, though. Her eyes sparkled, but not because they were full of tears at hearing my words. Sympathy and understanding touched her yellow-green eyes. She examined me all the way from the top of my head to the tips of my leather shoes as if she’d never seen a human before. When her eyes returned to my face, her cheeks were red.

      She was blushing.

      This was taking an odd turn. I’d been expecting a knife in the back, not another admirer.

      “You are an outlander,” she said. It was a statement, not a question, but I answered it anyway.

      “If that means what I think it means, then yes.”

      “You are not even from this world?”

      “Not even close to this world,” I confirmed. “Our aliens aren’t so pretty.”

      Skrew giggled, and it almost looked like he was batting his eyelashes. I shot him a cold stare, and he returned to watching one side of the stall. The other side looked clear. Vendors and desperate buyers milled about and filled the air with their chatter, but that worked to my advantage. Even if they could see us, the assumption would be that we were conducting business.

      I looked back at Yaltu. She’d grown quiet after my barely veiled compliment.

      “Do you keep pets?” she spoke up after a second, her expression suddenly happy.

      The question seemed so strange, I had to ask her to repeat it to make sure I’d heard her correctly.

      “No, I don’t have any pets,” I said.

      “Do you know what a beast of burden is?” she asked, studying my face and squinting at me.

      “Sure. They’re animals bred or pressed into service to do heavy lifting, towing, and other strenuous activities for others. Why?”

      “Is it good to have your kind, humans, as beasts of burden?”

      “No,” I told her sharply. “Of course not. It’s not okay to have your people as beasts of burden either.”

      She sighed, and it was obvious to me she’d been working her way toward one final question. This was a test, then, but what was her purpose?

      “Where do you draw the line, human? Where do you say one is good for eating, burden, and work? Where does that line end and slavery begin?”

      It was a good question, but I was still confused why she was asking it. I’d caught her spying on me. Skrew had threatened her life. Now, she wanted to know my thoughts on what constituted a slave? I was curious, so I played along.

      “I suppose that creatures who can tell me they don’t like to be slaves is where I draw the line. If they’re intelligent enough to speak the words, then I know they’re intelligent enough to know they are slaves. Otherwise, they’re pets, and as long as they’re cared for, I think their ignorance allows them to live a happy life.”

      Skrew quickly lifted one of his feet and kicked pebbles in my direction. He gestured with a nod into the courtyard, where people were becoming curious about our conversation. Whatever was happening between Yaltu and myself, I had to decide how it would end. Either I’d let her go, bring her with me, or break her neck here on the spot. The third option was far down on the list.

      “Come with me to Brazud,” she blurted out. “Some of my kin have been taken as slaves. They are being held at the stockyards. They will be sold as slaves or as food. Please help me rescue them. You are a good man. You believe as I do. Slavery is an evil that consumes and breeds everlasting hatred and war. Please, you must help.”

      A tear trickled down her cheeks as she gazed pleadingly at me. This lizard-girl was a nuanced creature. She was fighting her own crusade, it seemed, and I’d been caught up in it.

      I found her request impossible to decline. I was heading to the city regardless. It wouldn’t be out of my way, and forming a temporary alliance with a knowledgeable and well-connected figure like Yaltu would have obvious advantages.

      “I’m going there anyway,” I quickly explained as I watched the gathering crowd. “If you help me search for my missing friends, I’ll help you rescue yours. Agreed?”

      “I agree,” she said. “There is another matter.”

      “Yes?” I asked.

      “I was not entirely truthful with you about Pedaloth. At least, I did not tell the whole truth.”

      “Which is?”

      “Pedaloth was taken. She returned but she was different. Unlike her beautiful form before, she was mostly machine. My people were divided about what to do with her. Some wanted to slay Pedaloth. They said she suffered and that killing her was right. Others said it was murder. Then, she left. She must have been so lonely before you. . .” She sniffed, and her expression became determined. “I believe the same will happen to my kin in Brazud. We must not let that happen.”

      “We’ll find your friends and free them from captivity.”
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      “Thank you,” Yaltu said after I promised to help her. She bowed her head a little, and scales glistened in patches along her skin.

      “It’s no problem,” I answered.

      There was a mission to complete. I had troops to find, and she had kin to rescue. And Skrew was bouncing on his feet like he needed to piss.

      “Let’s go,” I said. “Let’s rescue your kin and my friends, okay?”

      The three of us walked from behind the stall, almost tripping over a short alien in an organic carapace. Two of its four arms touched the ground, and it turned around to stare up at us with unblinking compound eyes.

      “Watch it, flesh-bag,” the buggy alien said in a buzzing squeal. “I’ll pull your arms off and shove them up your asshole!”

      Yaltu gasped. I assumed it was because of the insult or the threat, but then the little creature spoke again.

      “You look like a familiar face,” the critter spat. “Just like the bounty picture for Yaltu.”

      I kept my eye on the little alien as Yaltu quickly covered her head and face with her hood.

      “No, I’m not,” she stammered. “I don’t know who she is.”

      “You can try to hide it all you like,” the bug-like alien cackled. “But your fear has given you away. The High Lord wishes to collect your head. And we will collect the bounty. He wants to remove your head himself. So, you’ll be coming with us.”

      I maneuvered myself in front of my new ally, using one hand to gently push her behind me. “We?” I asked. “I don’t see any ‘we’. All I see is one little bug who’s about to get itself squashed if it doesn’t buzz off right now.”

      “Yeah,” Skrew added, “the bug should buzz and go! Or Skrew and Jacob squash it flat.”

      The bazaar filled with the sound of humming wings as a swarm of aliens appeared from stalls, storage boxes, and the sides of buildings around us. I swung around to count them as they fixed themselves onto every nearby horizontal surface.

      The people in the street began to dive for cover while nearby merchants pulled down awnings, ducked behind their stalls, or threw merchandise into the corrugated-metal cocoons they used as storefronts.

      I finished my rough count of the hostiles in front of me. There had to be at least 40 of them, maybe more. They were tiny things, but their numbers meant they could probably smother us.

      “Yes,” the alien said, “we.”

      I should have known there was a catch with Yaltu’s arrangement.  She was a wanted person, and if the bug had its way, it would drag her kicking and screaming to whoever the High Lord was. I’d made an ally in Yaltu, so I couldn’t let them take her either. I didn’t know why they wanted her, but I had some ideas, and they all had to do with her non-support of slavery. I was beginning to have a problem with the local authority figures, but I would have to squash my frustrations for now.

      I looked down at the little winged alien standing defiantly in front of me. “Very well, then. Just be warned: killing insects is my speciality.”

      I kicked the creature hard, sending it crashing into another standing behind it. My aim stayed on course as the pair of insectoids crashed into two more standing behind them.

      Three hard impacts to my back told me three of the aliens had climbed on top of me. They barely weighed 40 pounds. I smashed some of them into paste against a nearby storage crate. I wasn’t sure what they thought they were going to do but—

      Another six or seven bugs latched on to me. I ignored them for the moment and punched another pair. My fist made a crunching sound when it connected, and they flew through the air before crashing into a stall. When I reached for Ebon, a bug tried to prevent me from drawing it by holding the sword and sheath together. A slight tug not only freed Ebon, but also sliced through a bug’s carapace. I was rewarded with two twitching, detached limbs, which I tossed aside.

      I started pulling the six attackers, one at a time, from my back, legs, and head. I ran each one through with my sword and discarded severed limbs. There were too many of them to take on at once, so I’d have to whittle down their numbers.

      The next four bugs trying to join the rest found themselves cut cleanly in half. When one tried to cover my eyes with an armored hand, I pulled the offending arm off and tossed it aside.

      “Help!”

      The voice was Yaltu’s. I turned and saw four of the aliens curling their barbed limbs around her arms and cloak, pinning her against a covered wagon. She was barely seven yards away, so I marched toward her, making the ground slick with gooey bug-custard. I cursed when the aliens holding her down snapped free and deployed translucent wings in preparation to launch.

      Two bugs caught me in the head. One latched onto my face and the other went for my throat. I tore off the first one, but there was another to take its place. I made a fist, jammed my hand through what would have been its chestplate if it had been human, and extended my fingers.

      Instant organic shield.

      My fingers were drenched in the bug’s cold insides as I used its corpse to fend off some of the incoming swarm and shield-bash others. I used what remained of the bug corpse to push toward Yaltu as I ripped bugs off my face. The creatures attached to her began to flap their wings and rise into the air.

      I slashed Ebon in a wide arc and carved through a mass of aliens. Their armored exteriors crumpled before my black blade and spurted guts over me. I broke through their ranks and surged toward Yaltu. Two more aliens tried to block my vision. I grabbed one from my shoulder and cracked it open against my knee. I hauled another off my thigh and used its body to bash several others. The sound of cracking  carapaces and the twitching of broken limbs in the dirt filled my ears as I made my way to Yaltu.

      I started snatching bugs from her with my free hand and executed them with swift stabs. Soon, she fell to the ground and stood among a mound of alien corpses.

      Skrew stumbled past us with four bugs attached to him. I threw an insectoid corpse, and it crashed into one of his pursuers. The others fled but not before he caught one, stood on it with one foot and proceeded to rip its limbs off, cursing at the creature the whole time. He stopped when another six tackled him, but I was too busy tearing the little bastards off my back.

      Two of the winged aliens cornered Yaltu against a stall while I struggled. She’d grabbed ahold of one of my legs and was holding on while she tried to kick the bugs away. They stopped when I leaned back and separated their heads from their bodies.

      Then things got serious. A winged alien had found the Medusa-humanoid who’d bought the ax and had apparently mugged him for it. I barely had time to rotate my hips and place one of its own kind between myself and the ax. When the weapon hit, the blade got stuck inside the bug’s chest. Both bugs fought for control of the weapon. I stopped the fight with a swift slash that cut both enemies and the ax in half.

      Like a nest of yellowjackets, the more bugs I killed, the more that seemed to arrive. The sky was so thick with them, day became night. I slashed, bashed, and punched. I used them as flails, cannonballs, and shields. When I ripped the wing-cover off one, I must have forced them to take me seriously, because they started biting. Each bite wasn’t much, but the combined attacks were distracting. It was when one of them made a beeline for my crotch that I went on autopilot.

      My hands felt like they moved on their own accord. I held Ebon with both hands, closed my eyes, and allowed my instincts and my ears to guide me. I imagined myself as a whirlwind of death. No movement was wasted. Every stroke of my sword made impact, and although the handle was growing slick with bug guts, I knew I could hold it tighter without breaking it.

      Soon, the entire street was covered in a mess of limbs, wings, and carapace armor. A crowd had gathered to watch the fight, and none of them moved. I scanned the area for Yaltu and found her, knife in hand. I hadn’t seen her kill anything with her weapon, but she looked unharmed.

      Skrew jumped up and down. “Jacob made bug soup! Want to eat?” he asked the crowd.

      There was a humming sound, barely audible. It seemed to be coming from further down the street. I wondered whether it was more of the winged aliens coming for Yaltu. Skrew continued yelling at the crowd, recounting the battle they’d all just watched. But the crowd wasn’t interested. They started pushing past each other to hide behind stalls.

      Shit. It must be more of those winged creatures. And from the volume of the humming noise, it was a veritable army.

      “It’s the High Lord,” Yaltu said, her words quavering with fear. “It’s Skald. He’s here. We cannot escape him.”

      So, it wasn’t more of the bugs I’d just killed.

      I scanned the streets for some way to get out of here, but it was a dead-end. The only way out was toward the humming noise. Now that it was getting louder, I realized it sounded like some kind of vehicle. Probably another one of those hovercrafts I saw the toads driving. I couldn’t escape, but if the this Skald only wanted Yaltu, then he might leave if he thought she wasn’t here anymore. There were dozens of witnesses who’d seen her here, though, so it might be impossible to convince Skald that Yaltu had left.

      There were dozens of problems with any plan I thought up. And I was running out of time.

      “Come on,” I said as the ground began to rumble harder. I started kicking bug bodies out of the way so that Yaltu wouldn’t have to step on or over them. She held my hand to keep her balance.

      The streets were a mess of scattered corpses, thorned insect limbs, and thick gore that had splattered itself over the boarded-up stalls, storage crates, and the dirt of the main road.

      I pointed to an open, abandoned stall. “You two, go hide in there. I’ll deal with this Skald, whoever he is. Then we’ll get back on the road.”

      Yaltu only shrugged. She looked exhausted. It struck me that she wasn’t much of a fighter, but there was an inner strength about her.

      “Skrew, take her to that stall and lock yourselves in,” I ordered. “Don’t open it for anyone but me. No matter what you hear, keep it closed. Do you understand?”

      Skrew glanced at the ground. The vibration was growing stronger. “Skrew understands. Take ugly lady to stall. Hide. No come out except for Jacob. No open. No listen. Hide.”

      “That’s right,” I said. “Now, go!”

      Skrew caught hold of Yaltu’s arms with two of his hands and marched her into the stall. Then he reached out with one long, skinny arm, and pulled the rod holding the side of the place open, sealing them both inside. Strangely, the crowded street was now completely empty. I noticed a few heads poke above stalls or look out through windows, but no one was standing in the street except me.

      I could have hidden away along with the rest, but I figured facing this Skald would mean dealing with him earlier rather than later.

      I turned to the sound and waited. A cloud of dust had begun to develop in the distance. I raised Ebon, expecting to find it slathered in bug-juice, but it was completely clean. I couldn’t say the same for my leather clothing, though.  

      Whoever this Skald was, I’d find a way to make him leave Yaltu alone. I’d adapt and overcome. It was how I was trained, and it was how I trained others.

      I’d been made into a superhuman with the help of the Lakunae. Nothing I’d faced on this planet so far had even put a dent in me. Sure, they’d tried, but they hadn’t come close.

      This new enemy had no idea what he was in for.
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      A huge hovertank appeared at the end of the road. The vibration it produced wasn’t from tracks, legs, or treads beating against the ground. It was from the vehicle’s antigrav thrusters. The only machines I’d seen with that kind of thruster had all been military. By pulsing the thrust and increasing the number of individual thrusters, the loss of up to half of them could be compensated for, and the machine moving toward me had a lot of thrusters.

      The hovertank was over 30 yards wide and at least another 20 long. It plowed through stalls and merchant storage boxes without any care for the people or goods inside them. Though the vehicle wasn’t from the Federation, I recognized the design, style, and low profile of a main battle tank.

      Yaltu must have been in very high demand to warrant a battle-tank appearing.

      On the top of the machine sat its turret. The dome had a three-part rod extending from it, each section smaller than the last. A barrel on the end looked suspiciously like a particle cannon. The odds weren’t looking good.

      My sword and the Lakunae’s gifts vs. a small armada of machines with enough firepower to obliterate a small city.

      Then the reinforcements appeared.  

      From the path the tank had made, two smaller hovercraft ground support fighters took flanking positions in the rear. Another pair of hovercrafts hung back another 40 yards or so. All five bore a blue stripe as wide as my hand that ran down the middle and ended at a grinning skull with big fangs jutting from the bottom jaw. They had to be the smaller units on cleanup duty. The tactics were obvious enough. The main tank would punch through the biggest obstacles while the smaller vehicles chopped down any stragglers.

      I recognized the high-pitched whine of the approaching vehicles long before they screamed overhead. The hovercrafts were moving far too fast to deliver accurate fire against ground targets, so I figured it was just an intimidation tactic.

      I wasn’t intimidated.

      My opponents probably thought I was another weak, frightened sentient, and all they had to do was make some noise, and I’d run off. If this Skald creature was looking for an easy fight, then he was in for a surprise. If I was reading this situation right, the vehicles were an effective scare tactic.

      The High Lord had no reason to destroy a busy trading hub like this. But it did beg the question of why he’d decided to show up in person.

      The vibration lessened a few moments later as the hovertank slowed to a halt in a cloud of thick dust. A concealed hatch at the painted skull popped open, and a furry alien lifted his head out and sniffed the air before climbing halfway out. He placed his little fists on his weasel-like hips and surveyed the scene through a pair of dark goggles.

      “Where is Yaltu?” he demanded as he looked over the coagulating lakes of bug custard lining both sides of the street. “Who killed my bounty hunters?”

      I guessed this weasel was Skald. He’d come here too soon, so I figured some of the insect aliens had gotten away and carried a message over to Skald. He’d come here expecting  the scaled woman tied up and ready to be handed over. Instead, all he had was an abandoned street and a single human who wasn’t scurrying for cover. He must have seen the yellow blood caking my clothes, but maybe he couldn’t comprehend the fact that I’d been the one to kill all his bounty hunters.

      “Me,” I answered as I stepped forward. “I was attacked and defended myself. The one you call Yaltu is no longer here.”

      Skald slowly turned his head toward me and squinted through his goggles as if he was trying to examine an annoying gnat rather than a human twice as tall as himself. The weasel inspected me from the tips of my leather shoes now hardening due to being soaked in bug guts and stopped when he noticed my sword.

      “That!” he shrieked. “Where did you get that? Bring it here! Give it to me!”

      “The sword is mine,” I said.

      “You killed my soldiers. For reparations, I demand the sword. Bring it to me now!” Skald was drooling as he stared at Ebon, and he seemed to grow more maniacal by the moment.

      If he wanted a fight, I was more than willing to oblige. Then I’d get to test just how powerful I was since the Lakunae had given me the powers of the Void.  

      I drew Ebon from my sheath and inspected the blade for a moment as if I was considering the creature’s request. The shining black metal held no trace of the many enemies it had slewn. There were no gouges, chips, or scratches anywhere. There were no blemishes or flaws.

      There was also no way I’d ever surrender it to another while I could still draw breath.

      “You are Skald, aren’t you?” I asked.

      “You know who I am, yet you dare refuse my request? I am the High Lord of Marvale. Madomar is merely one town under my dominion. And you are trespassing!”

      “And these… bugs... they were your soldiers?” I used Ebon to gesture at the piles of corpses.  

      The creature made a noise of dismissal and waved an uncaring hand at the surrounding chaos. “They do not matter. They breed like teloc and are stupid.” He paused and studied me for a moment. “You are the brute who killed my Enforcers. One of them transmitted your description before you murdered him.”

      “Like the bugs I killed today, your Enforcers attacked me first.”

      “I need no more consideration. I have seen the evidence. I have made my decision. I find you guilty! Guilty! Bring me the sword!”

      “You want Ebon?” I asked.

      “Yes!” Skald hissed.

      I pretended to consider the weasel’s request. He seemed like the type who was used to getting his way, so delaying my answer was sure to anger him.

      I looked him in the eye.  “Come and take it, furball.”

      For a moment nothing happened. It was as if the universe was holding its breath, waiting to see what would happen next.

      “Very well,” Skald growled. “I shall take whatever is left from your body.” A moment later, he vanished into his tank, slammed the lid, and brought the tank’s turret around toward me.

      The vehicle’s cannon settled on the center of my chest. The weapon was only capable of delivering a bolt a few inches wide. If I timed it correctly, I knew I could block the beam with Ebon.

      Plasma had almost no effect on the blade, only warming it a few degrees, as the Enforcer’s shield had proven. My best guess said particle weapons would have even less of an effect. I raised the sword and waited. I didn’t have to wait long.

      A loud crack broke the silence and announced the discharge of the weapon. The bolt was barely visible no more than an orange glow against the background. Surprisingly, the more I focused, the slower it seemed to travel. I wasn’t slowing down time, but it just felt that way because my reaction time had gotten so much faster. I still wasn’t used to whatever the Lakunae had done to me, but I liked it.

      I made one tiny adjustment to my blade’s angle across my chest. If Ebon somehow reflected the energy rather than absorbing it, I wanted to send it back at the cannon itself. If I got lucky, I might destroy the entire turret.

      When the bolt hit my sword, nothing happened. There was no recoil from the impact. There was no detectable heat. It was as if the blade was thirsty for energy, like a vampire for blood. I decided to feed it whatever it wanted, starting with the hovertank.

      “Ha!” Skrew blurted out into the silent street from his hiding place. “What does the weasel shoot? Noodles? Looks like noodles to Skrew! What is next, sauce? Skrew likes sauce. Don’t make too spicy. Skrew’s tongue so delicate. Skrew send back and make Skald cook again, empty-head. Now Jacob going to kill Skald good!”

      Skrew scampered out of his covered stall and followed up his insults and taunts with a rude gesture involving several hip-thrusts and a waggle of a foot. I wasn’t sure what it meant, exactly, but Skald’s reaction made it clear how bad it was.

      I threw myself in front of the vrak and caught the weasel’s answer against my blade, the plasma dissipating on Ebon’s black metal. Skrew just stood there as if he was having trouble accepting the fact that someone had just tried to shoot him with a weapon designed to destroy other tanks.

      Skrew wilted under my glare and dived for cover as I leaped toward the hovertank. The vehicle’s cannon tracked me, but I was already out of the way before the bolt hit the dirt, temporarily turning the impact into a small pool of lava. I continued to leap, roll, and dodge as I closed the distance, until I heard the tank’s barrel slam against its housing. It couldn't depress any further; I was too close to shoot.

      One more forward roll brought me within arm’s reach of the huge vehicle. I thrust Ebon into its hull, just under the hatch Skald had stuck his ugly head from and buried my sword to the hilt. I gave the blade a twist and yanked it free.

      Heat punched outward like a fist. I was knocked back by the shockwave of its thrusters bursting to life. The smaller hovercrafts opened fire to defend their leader, peppering the ground at my feet. Their particle canons weren’t as powerful as the tank’s, but dead was dead, and I was busy blocking the lucky ones that might actually hit me. Ebon gobbled them up greedily.

      All this for a single alien woman? Who the hell was she? Or had the description Skald had received of me warranted this kind of response? Hell, I was practically indestructible and now had a sword that was equally impervious to harm, so Skald probably thought me a prime threat.

      I charged the hovercraft that was firing at me. Running toward the machine gave me less time to block its attacks, but the task became easier and easier when I focused. It wasn’t only my legs that were faster but my ability to make decisions or anticipate attacks.

      I heard the hovercraft’s pilot jam power to the machine’s thrusters in an attempt to move out of reach, but he didn’t understand how long my reach was. A few steps later, I planted my right foot and jumped into the air, almost overshooting the hovercraft, but I caught its canopy with my empty hand, planted myself on its back, and ripped the canopy free.

      The pilot, another weasel-like alien, looked up at me and squeaked. I yanked him from the cockpit and tossed him overboard. Gravity would do the rest.

      Three loud cracks told me the other hovercrafts were moving into position to attack me. A moment later, a loud buzzing, followed by the snap of electricity, warned me that a circuit had fried. Less than a second after that, the hovercraft lurched forward like a missile, and I held on tight.

      The wind ripped tears from my eyes and threatened to tear my clothing from my body. Adrenaline surged through my veins, and I almost whooped as I leaned back, held up a hand, and saw the world begin to rotate.

      I could steer the runaway machine.

      The pilots of the other three hovercraft tried to perform the same maneuver, but they couldn’t keep up. My attention was drawn to the sound of a cannon firing, and I looked over my shoulder to see Skald firing the tank’s weapon at nearby buildings in the town.

      The High Lord was a lunatic. This was his own town. What did he hope to achieve?

      I caught two lucky shots on Ebon and turned the hovercraft in a slow, lumbering arc toward my pursuers. They separated and started peppering my new toy with high-energy bolts. A moment later, the thrusters went silent, so I picked a new target, waited two seconds, and jumped.

      The pilot’s eyes bulged from within the lenses of his goggles. The weasel’s mouth swung open, and he pointed a finger at me as if he was trying to show someone else what I was doing. I spun Ebon in my hand and split the weasel’s expression in two.

      The last two hovercraft had drastically increased their distance and were taking the occasional shot at me. They were too far away to be accurate, though, so I turned my attention back to the tank. Skald’s vehicle was driving through the middle of the town, knocking over buildings and starting small fires with its cannon.

      I leaned forward to bring the nose of the hovercraft down, but the craft’s computer protested and kept it upright. I leaned forward again and shoved the nose down a couple of times, but it continued to fight against me. If I was on the ground, I could have picked the thing up and thrown it against my target. Instead, I raised Ebon and yanked the craft’s nose back. When the computer compensated, I thrust the vehicle down and jabbed my sword through some important-looking controls in the cockpit. The thrusters died.

      I’d turned the thing into a ballistic weapon of opportunity heading right toward the tank.

      Skald must have noticed because his tank opened fire. The first few shots went wide. I started looking for my escape route. Even as strong as I was, I didn’t want to test whether I would survive an unprotected crash.

      The two hovercrafts pursuing the vehicles I’d commandeered fired at me. I blocked three well-aimed shots with Ebon while still hanging onto my craft. One hovercraft managed to reach my vehicle, but all he’d done was bring himself closer to me.

      I launched myself from the dead hovercraft toward his vehicle. The pilot tried to dodge at the last moment, but I was too close. I snagged the machine with my hand and cut it in half just behind the cockpit. The thrusters and engine spun off and away about a hundred yards out of the edge of the street before exploding in a huge ball of fire.

      The pilot screeched like a trapped animal, which wasn’t far from reality, as he pressed buttons and twisted knobs, trying to get the rear of the hovercraft to respond. I waited until the last moment before launching myself into the air, effectively slowing my descent. I barely had to bend my knees and only kicked up a little dust when I landed.

      The pilot didn’t fare as well. He screamed as his hulk smashed into a stall and spun out onto the street in a spray of fuel and misfiring thrusters. I turned my attention to my main target.

      The battle tank.

      Skald was blasting everything he could, anyway. As the tank peppered one building after another with plasma, I winced, wondering how many might be dead inside.

      Enough was enough.

      I charged, but before I reached the tank, the turret swiveled around and started firing at me. The amount of plasma directed at me would have torn me to pieces had I not been armed with my sword. The shots must have been computer-controlled to be as accurate as they were. One went for my head. The next was aimed at my left foot. Then, my right shoulder, then my left foot. Deflecting each with Ebon was slowing me down, which was probably the idea.

      The tank turned toward me and accelerated. Skald had enough brains to figure that his particle cannon wasn’t working on me; now, he just wanted to crush me with the weight of his vehicle.

      I had an idea. Something that would really test my new abilities.

      Before the tank could crash into me, I jumped into the air, performed a slow backflip, looked up, and dragged Ebon through the hard armor all the way to the hilt.

      I hit the ground, rolled, and hopped back to my feet, ready to block more incoming fire should it arrive. But the tank was ablaze, and sparks erupted from the long gash.

      “Eat it!” Skrew howled as he emerged from his hiding place in the stall.

      He continued his absurd dance routine but stopped when the tank’s entire top portion blew off. A smaller hovercraft ascended from the wreckage, Skald inside the cockpit.

      “Is this an alien version of a clown car?” I muttered.
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      Skald’s craft released itself from the tank and raced away from the street.

      “Skrew is safe!” My vrak guide bounced on his feet. “Jacob is safe! We’re all safe!”

      I’d seen enough battles to know this was nothing more than a tactical retreat, and the sound of thrusters announced the arrival of reinforcements.

      I’d already taken out a hovercraft unit. Hadn’t Skald had enough yet?

      Two unusual vehicles were visible in the sky just outside Madomar.

      Instead of the low thrum of antigrav thrusters, the sound accompanying the two craft was more of a low roar. Rather than a low cloud of dust being kicked up around their bases, they appeared to float on a roiling cloud of fire.

      They looked like discarded military surplus, but could have just as easily been repurposed mining equipment. The vehicles seemed rugged and primitive with their flat armored plates welded together at odd angles. The Federation had similar vessels designed to either bring troops into hostile areas under heavy fire, transport dangerous people, or delve into windy and rock-filled atmospheres in search of precious minerals.

      Odd shapes seemed to be attached at weird angles to the outside of their hulls. Although they were still too far away for me to see them clearly, and still more than a hundred yards off the ground, I suspected they were weapons pods.

      Skald’s craft circled the area, too far away to provide any kind of effective support, but he was probably close enough to watch.

      The flame-spewing transports decreased their altitude as they approached, and I realized their purpose. They would raze the city by burning it to the ground. Skald really did have a scorched earth policy. He must have believed Yaltu was here, and he was willing to destroy a small trading hub just to kill her.

      Who the fuck was Yaltu?

      I couldn’t allow this town to go up in flames or for my new friends to die, so I sprinted down the road. I circled around Skald’s hovercraft while he watched from above and continued until I was outside the town. The reinforcements were descending toward me, and Skald had left the town to pursue me. I realized they were no longer interested in Yaltu. I’d won their attention.

      I heard a new noise and noticed a tiny black dot in the distance.

      A rocket.

      I stepped to one side, and the rocket changed course. I stepped in the other direction, and it adjusted to follow me again. I didn’t think Ebon could absorb the shockwave of an explosion. And if I dodged the rocket, it might continue into the town. I cared a little about the innocents inside Madomar, and I cared even more about my new friends. I needed to make sure that they didn’t get crushed by a falling building or shrapnel.

      The next thing I did was probably the most outrageous action of my life. But I was trusting that the Lakunae had really made me into something entirely different from any other being in the universe.

      I ran straight at the incoming rocket.

      Time seemed to slow again, but I knew it was only the dilation caused by how fast I’d become. I watched the rocket curve to meet me and saw that it couldn’t turn as fast as I could run.

      The Federation had stopped using solid-fuel rockets more than a century ago, but our missiles were advanced. If one lost track of a target, it would automatically search for a new one. I didn’t know if these alien rockets were the same, but I couldn’t risk it, so I slowed down to allow the device to reacquire me as a target.

      It worked, though I wasn’t certain how wise it was. My training told me to one, seek cover, which I had; two, to deploy electronic counter-measures, which I didn’t have; and three, to return fire, which I also didn’t have… exactly.

      I waited until the last moment before diving between a couple of trees. The explosion was ear-shattering, and I was peppered with rocks, bits of trees, and other debris. Some of it got in my way but not badly enough to take me out of the fight. The experience was enlightening. I had a better understanding of my enemy and a grudging appreciation for his tech.

      I turned and quickly searched the sky for more rockets, but the crafts appeared to have lost interest in me and were heading back toward the town. I looked around for anything I could throw at the ships to regain their attention. There were no boulders big enough to be effective. There was nothing heavy enough to make a dent in their armored hulls… except for the trees.

      I wrapped my arms around a giant tree and ripped it from the ground. I imagined what I must have looked like, and the thought almost made me laugh. A human carrying a tree that was easily 20 yards taller than himself in one arm like it was a javelin. From their height, the pilots probably wouldn’t see much more than the tree itself snaking its way through the forest.

      They must not have seen it heading for them though, because when I threw the giant log as hard as I could, I put a little spin on it and hit both craft, sending them arcing away in separate directions. The craft on the right continued its long arc while the one on the left stopped in place and rotated to search for me. Both fired a rocket at the same time.

      I sheathed Ebon and waited. I’d need both hands free for what was coming next. If the rockets were like the ones the Federation used to use, they wouldn’t explode until they impacted with their target. If they were like the ones we’d used more recently, they’d explode when they were close enough to get the job done.

      The rocket on the right was a little closer, so I started strafing to the left, trying to get them as evenly spaced as possible. I took two small steps to my right. A moment later, I spun my body hard to the left, turning on my right foot. As I did so, I caught the small rockets in my hands, continued my spin, and threw them away as hard as I could.

      Each shot toward its target at twice the speed they had been fired at me. Neither pilot had a chance to dodge. Two dull explosions told me I’d hit them both. The continued roar of their engines told me a single rocket wouldn’t be enough.

      “Surrender, human!” Skald demanded over an external speaker as he circled above.

      I gave the weasel a gesture I wasn’t sure would translate across the millions of light years that must have separated us less than a month ago. Maybe it didn’t, but the weasel’s reaction wasn’t completely unexpected. He turned his small craft to the town and opened fire with his small particle weapon.

      It was time to open the tin cans and teach the pilots inside a lesson.

      I glanced around, mentally measured the nearby trees, and selected one that looked like it would do the job. Instead of being big enough to throw, it simply needed to be tall enough to get me to the first craft. From there, I could have some fun.

      I selected a tree about half the size of the last one I’d pulled from the ground and yanked it up. I watched the hovercraft creep toward the edge of the town as it set the tops of the trees on fire. I ran the entire length of the uprooted log through my hands, breaking and ripping the branches off as I did. A few seconds later, I hoisted it onto my shoulder and ran toward the danger, just as I’d been trained to do.

      I’d been an athlete most of my life, though when I’d joined the Federation Marine Corps, my activities shifted from recreational to practical. But I was sure I still remembered how to do what I was going to attempt next.

      I almost forgot how fast I could run and had to throw the top of the tree into the ground hard so that I wouldn’t overshoot my target. As soon as it made contact and buried itself into the soft dirt, I held on and allowed the momentum to carry me forward and up in a sweeping arc.

      Once my feet left the ground, I let my legs dangle behind me and began climbing the tree with just my hands. I grabbed great handfuls of the smooth bark and sank my fingers deep into the green wood while I watched my target closing in on the town. If the vehicle had changed course, I would have had to think of something quick. But the pilot felt safe and secure in his flying fortress and kept heading straight for the town.

      A second later, I reached the top of the tree and held on, waiting for the log to get vertical. When it did, I jumped, soaring through the air toward the vehicle. I was dismayed to hear screaming and shouting from the village. The other craft had reached the town and had already set a group of buildings ablaze. They looked like small warehouses, but they could have just as easily been a collection of homes.

      I landed on the craft hard and began to slide. I scrabbled for anything to hold as I slid across the nearly flat and featureless surface. If I slipped too far, I might have been able to grab the edge of the craft, but that would have put me uncomfortably close to the fiery thrusters.

      Instead, I drew Ebon, jammed the blade into the vehicle’s hull, and turned the edge sideways in my hand so that I wouldn’t fall. My black blade found something, dug into it, and I was jerked to a stop.

      When I pulled myself to my knees, I managed to push the blade in a little further. The craft responded instantly by losing power. We were headed down, which was fine, but there was still another craft and Skald to deal with. If I could, I needed to adjust my trajectory and give the same treatment to the leader and his wingman. I pulled Ebon out a little, and power returned.

      Next, I needed to find the pilot and convince him, her, or it to do something that would likely result in its own destruction. I knew it was a long-shot, but I also knew I could be very convincing when I wanted to be.

      I scanned the top of the craft, looking for anything resembling a cockpit or entrance hatch. There was nothing. Either the pilot entered the machine through the bottom, which was unlikely due to all the thrusters and no way to escape in an emergency, or it had been sealed in. The thought was horrifying, but I could think of no other option. Maybe my temporary ride was a drone?

      Generally, the cockpit was located along the centerline of small vessels, but it could be anywhere along the line, so I started in the middle. I jabbed the hull with Ebon, twisted the blade, and pulled it free. The armor was about three inches thick, so I used that measurement as a guide as I proceeded to slice a yard-wide hole into the top. I bent  one corner of the plate I’d cut free and used my hands to pry it open.

      A mass of wires and sparking panels confirmed my suspicions that this vehicle was a drone.

      The other craft was flying a good distance away from the one I’d commandeered, so I couldn’t leap onto it. A ball of plasma struck the hull a few inches from where I was hanging on. Skald had spotted me and had started taking shots. He was still too far away to be effective, but he’d get more accurate if he drew nearer. I growled, sliced a big portion of the ripped-away hull free, and threw it at his craft like a frisbee. The lucky bastard dodged it but accidently sent himself out of control. He crashed into several nearby trees.

      I turned my attention back to the two big craft and decided to put my education to the test. I sheathed Ebon, dropped to my knees, and quickly tried to make sense of the alien circuitry of the computer. Some of the pieces seemed familiar, and with a bit of experimentation, I learned the basics of the rest. I knew enough to save the town. What I didn’t know was if I’d have enough time.

      The unmanned hovercraft effortlessly took me over the road and back toward the edges of Madomar. Skald was out of action, at least for the moment. My priority was the flame-throwing hovercraft.

      I pulled a wire free, stripped its insulation with my teeth, and tried to ignore the electrifying sensation that shot through my tooth into my right eye and out my right foot. I figured I’d just been electrocuted, but I hardly felt anything except a slight tingle. I ripped out another wire and touched the two together. The craft I was riding made a hard right turn. When I removed the wires from each other, it returned to its course, closer to its twin, but not close enough.

      I performed the touch and release sequence several more times, and each time, the two craft grew closer together. The screams and shouts from the ground drew my attention away from my efforts. Several buildings were on fire, but instead of fighting the blazes, the townsfolk had left their stalls and homes, and they were now watching me in awe.

      “Grab some buckets!” I yelled down to them at the top of my lungs. “Fill them with water! Form a chain! Pass it along and douse the fire! Save your town!”

      They turned their heads up to me and hid behind nearby structures, some of them actually holding each other for mutual support.

      Yaltu appeared from her hiding place in the mass of terrified lifeforms and  began issuing orders. Skrew helped by kicking folks in the ass until a burly humanoid kicked him back. The bearded human sent Skrew hurtling out of sight,  then started directing his fellow locals into a rapid line. Yaltu gestured, and a pack of the townspeople raced to their piles of wares.

      The people caught on to Yaltu’s intention and formed a bucket brigade to extinguish the buildings already on fire. When a few of them broke from the formation to try to wet buildings that hadn’t yet caught fire, Yaltu scolded them and dragged them back into line.

      A few more turns of my craft, and I was close enough to the other to perform a leap. I drew Ebon, drove it through the center of the computer, felt it drop from under me, and gave the blade a twist before I launched myself at the other craft. The jump was long, but I’d aimed it perfectly.

      I felt like a bird soaring between the two armored vehicles. The breeze was cool on my face and dried the sweat from my arms. But when I got close enough, the heat the craft reflected from the ground bathed me in a sweltering cone. I felt perspiration immediately start to pour from my skin, but I wasn’t burned.

      Almost immune to fire. That was good to know. I whispered a thanks to the Lakunae as I went to work.

      Without a human pilot, the craft had no way of knowing when or how it should take evasive measures. It either hadn’t noticed me, hadn’t recognized me as a threat, or wasn’t sure what to do about it. I cut the computer completely free, gripped it in my spare hand, and rode the silent craft as it descended. When it got close to the ground, I jumped and landed a second before the craft slammed into the ground and exploded in a cloud of metal and fire.

      I held the heavy computer in my hand and waited as I watched the treeline, trying to be patient. Skald was the typical bully. He’d use whatever weapons and tactics he could to control as many people as possible. He’d also be stupid and see if he could hold on to the power he’d acquired.

      I knew exactly what he’d do next, so I waited.

      The townsfolk were making progress against the fires. I could help them, but that would leave my back turned to an enemy who hadn’t left the field yet. The people needed the experience, anyway. They needed to see what they could accomplish when they worked together. Regardless of their species, each of them had a role to play in their mutual defense.

      Then I saw it. Skald brought his severely damaged but still flying hovercraft above the treeline. Though I couldn’t see his face, I imagined him screaming at the scene and pounding his little furry fists against his control board. I decided to end his tantrum by throwing the computer at him.

      He saw the arcing hunk of metal a moment before it hit him. It struck his craft, but instead of destroying his ship, I’d sent it spinning away. A second later, the tip of one of his stabilizers clipped a tree branch. Smoke billowed from his vehicle as he tried in vain to steer it back on course.

      Then the canopy of the forest swallowed him up like a carnivorous predator.
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      Twenty aliens were laid carefully in the road while each species mourned the dead in his, her, or its own way. The mourning ranged from shrill, yet musical, screeches to pounding of chests to throwing dirt into the air while whispering strange-sounding incantations. The people, as I came to think of them, were united, possibly for the first time in their lives.

      I watched as the people embraced and mourned together. Even Skrew got into it, though there weren’t any vrak among the dead. His way of comforting mourners, though, involved a lot of face-licking, which some of the species took minor offense to. Others avoided him at all cost, and I wondered if he was really trying to help, or if he just really liked to lick faces.

      Skald might have survived. But it wouldn’t do him any good, not on a planet like this one. Even if he had squirmed away from a burning wreckage, he’d be hunted down by the people of Madomar, traveling bandits, or a local predator.

      I figured it small consolation for the people who’d died here, or all those who’d lived under his tyrannical rule.

      While the funeral ritual continued, I considered the past few days. My thoughts returned to Shesh. Unlike the other aliens I’d met on this planet, he had seemed honorable. I reached beneath my shirt and pulled out the amulet he’d given me.

      “Spirit-Watcher,” I echoed.

      I examined the light-drinking item. How had Shesh described it? A lens into another realm? Something like that.

      When I brought the device up to my eyes, the world changed. No longer did I see things in color. Everything became black and white, with a few shades of gray between them. Lines connected similar things, shapes appeared around others, and symbols began to scroll across the bottom.

      Surprisingly, I could read them. Ambient air temperature. Parts per million of dust, which consisted of 93 different types of pollen, 17 different minerals, and dander from at least five furred animals. Each of them was being tracked. Each of them had been assigned a number. Each had a trajectory marked.

      When I felt my balance beginning to give out, I pulled the device from my face and caught myself before I fell over. “That’s something I’m going to have to get used to,” I said aloud.

      It was a heads-up display. A HUD. It didn’t require a power source. It wasn’t connected to any computer I could recognize. It was self-contained and fed more data into my brain than I was used to absorbing. The visual input alone was enough to make my head spin as the angles and information filled my vision.

      The HUD was sophisticated to a degree I couldn’t understand since I wasn’t a scientist or an engineer. I tried to imagine what Federation scientists would do with the tech if they could even begin to understand it, let alone recreate it. Such a device would change the tide of the war against the Xeno.

      Instead of having to rely on huge ship-board computers to do calculations, track the enemy and provide data, each pilot could do it themselves. I doubted those who hadn’t been “blessed” by the Lakunae would be able to handle so much data, but the toughness and tenacity of my species should never be underrated. We were fierce, dangerous, and inventive. We’d find a way to make it work, or die trying.

      The hunter, Shesh, had told me it was magic and that it showed the spirit realm or some such nonsense. Of course he’d say that. He didn’t know what a HUD was. He must not have known what he was looking at. He had no anchor to base his observations on. To him, everything he didn’t understand would seem like magic, especially a HUD with so much information.

      The combined effect of the funeral and staring into the Spirit-Watcher made me lightheaded, and I found myself questioning a lot of my beliefs about things I couldn’t understand. It didn’t last long. I figured those philosophical questions were better left to other men and concentrated only on the flames of the funeral pyres.

      Ten minutes later, the fires were out. Several of the older townsfolk walked around their half-burnt warehouses, inspected the damage, and doused any hot-spots they found. A good breeze could carry an untended ember into another building, and they’d be starting all over again. The trees that had caught fire were far too green to burn for long, but the scar the battle had left behind would last years. For some of the townsfolk, it would last the rest of their lives.

      They looked as if they were shocked by the damage and the lives it had taken. I hadn’t gotten the impression that the people of Madomar gave a shit about anything except their own profit. but their ability to leave aside pettiness in favor of dousing fires, rebuilding, and mourning suggested I might have misjudged them.

      “Thank you,” a frog-faced kakul said before taking my hand and licking my palm. I resisted the urge to recoil and wipe my hand on my pants.

      “Yes, thank you,” said another creature. She looked human, except her eyes were halfway down her cheeks, and her nose was too high.

      Soon, I had all the survivors gathered around me, even those from further into the town who had seen what was happening but hadn’t joined the battle for one reason or another. Some, I was sure, were too frightened. Others were elderly or showed evidence of old wounds that would have made helping all but impossible.

      Yaltu pushed her way through the crowd. Her vertical pupils were wide, and her lips seemed redder than usual. When she reached me, she pressed her mouth to mine in a gesture that seemed to be universal to all humanoids.

      Her breath was sweet, her skin soft, and her body warm.

      “You did it,” she whispered. “You saved Madomar from Skald. The other towns under his rule will also be glad for your help. They are all in your debt. I am in your debt.”

      “I don’t need to have anyone owe me anything,” I said.

      I almost wanted to tell her that she was the reason why Madomar was attacked, but that wasn’t what she needed to hear now. I didn’t know why Skald had been so intent on finding her, but I hadn’t been willing to just hand her over. Skald had been responsible for the damage to the town, not Yaltu.

      The people were cheering and surging to get as close to me as they could without crowding too much. But all I saw was Yaltu, and all I heard was her voice. Everything else seemed to fade into the background; it had become nothing more than a soft breeze pushing leaves across dry grass. My head felt light, and I wondered whether I was being influenced by some kind of drug. Was it Yaltu? Was she doing something to my head?

      “Who are you?” I asked. “There’s something you’re not telling me. You’re a leader of some kind. Skald wanted to flush you out so badly, he was willing to destroy this whole town to do it.”

      She didn’t answer, and though she kept her arms around my shoulders, she leaned away from me.

      “What is it you’re not telling me?” I insisted.

      Her answer was a glance over each of her shoulders and a soft shake of her head. Whatever secret she was keeping wasn’t one she seemed willing to share, at least, not in front of all these people. I decided to drop it. For now. I’d get my answers later.

      “Skald is dead! On to Brazud!” someone in the crowd shouted. “Let’s take the entire city!” Several others cheered in response. It was a kind of cheer I recognized. It was bloodlust. They were ready for a fight and didn’t care if they died in the process.

      I gently pushed Yaltu away and looked for the person who’d yelled the battlecry. It was a tall human, nearly as tall as me, with a long beard and shaved head. The scars on his arms, face, and hands suggested he worked with hot metal. A blacksmith, or something like it.

      “It’s not time for that,” I said.

      He frowned and ground his teeth together. “What do you mean it’s not time for that? We have you, our champion. You could bring down all of Brazud, and the king who rules it.”

      I didn’t want to bring an army of people who couldn’t even fight with me to a city I knew nothing about. For all I knew, I would be leading them to the slaughter.

      “People,” I said to the townsfolk surrounding me. They grew quiet and hushed each other. “Skald has been defeated!” I had to wait for their cheering to quiet enough so that I could speak again.

      “If he’s alive, he will return with ground troops, maybe some Enforcers. If you leave to go on this war-party to the city, your town will be unmanned. Those left behind won’t be able to defend themselves against the force Skald will bring with him. Is that what you want? Do you want to hand him an easy victory?”

      A murmur drifted among the people. The consensus was that they hadn’t even considered that Skald might still live. I doubted that was the case, but I also needed to convince the people that they were better off staying in Madomar.

      “So, what do we do?” the bearded man asked. “Just sit here and wait for him?”

      “No,” I replied. “You take the wrecked burners apart. You use what you can and create new weapons for your people. You defend Madomar and your own interests.”

      “It’s a good idea,” he said after a moment.

      “You need to think smart. And I’m not sticking around to help you fight a war,” I said. “What is your name?”

      “I am called Bijorn.” He added emphasis to his words by pounding a fist against his broad, barrel-like chest. “I am the smith.”

      “Good,” I said as I began counting off items on my fingers. “You’ll need to find people like yourself, leaders who can not only take orders but can tell people what to do and have them obey. You’ll need weapons, people to disassemble the burners, food, physical barricades, traps, and as many weapons as you can craft. Do you know what catapults are?”

      Bijorn nodded.

      “Good,” I said. The crowd had quieted, and everyone was listening intently. “You know your people. Organize them and get them building your defenses as quickly as possible. If Madomar is to keep itself from the clutches of someone like Skald, you’ll need all of it and more.”

      He nodded, but then his expression grew dark. “I have been working on something,” he said, his voice just loud enough for me to hear. “But it’s missing a key piece. A fex.”

      “A what?” I asked.

      “It is called a fex.” Bijorn held up his thumb and forefinger and peered at me with one eye through the gap. “They are about as black as your sword and perfectly round. If I had one,” he said with a laugh, “I could teach Skald’s troops a powerful lesson. And it would be a lot of fun.”

      A fex, my mind whispered. I knew what it was. The description was unmistakable. I could feel two of them in my pocket. They were power sources. I reached in and froze when a screamed whisper from far away burned a fiery path through my mind.

      

      No! The fex is of us! We are the Lakunae! You must gather our artifacts. You must bring them together. You are our avatar. We will bring peace. There will be peace in your universe.

      

      The pain wasn’t physical, but it hurt. I had a vision of huge, angry tentacles reaching at me from the Void to slap the fex from my hand. Their rage was expansive and seemed to fill my own universe with a storm of unseen fury and hatred.

      Why are they so pissed? I wondered. If I need to come back for it, I know where it will be. I have no doubt Bijorn will do what he says. I also have no doubt he’ll allow me to have it back when he’s finished with it.

      I reached into my pocket and handed Bijorn one of the orbs. The screaming, hissing sensation in my mind vanished.

      “You had one?” he whispered. “Where did you find it?”

      “Soldiers,” I explained. “They were able to melt or burn anything that got too close to them. If any show up, you’re going to have to find a way to trick them. Or drop something really big and heavy on top of them before their plasma shield has time to burn through it.”

      “With this,” he said as he held the fex close to his face, “that won’t be a problem.”

      His grin turned his weathered face into a twisted sea of deep wrinkles. I almost felt sorry for the force that would arrive.

      An alien child tugged at my shirt and held out a small bag. “Take.”

      I took the offered item and untied the strap holding it closed. Inside was a small, sparkling mountain of tiny gold rings.

      “Those are nearly all the pings we could scrounge together,” a tall, elderly female human standing next to the child explained. “We have enough to get us by, but if we are successful, our defenses will make Madomar a powerful center for trade.”

      I opened my mouth to protest when Yaltu quieted me with a gentle touch. Her expression implored me not to refuse. In some human cultures, gifts were considered permanent. To return them was an insult, so I thanked the woman and child.

      Another child came forward with a larger, kidney-shaped bag. Inside, I found foodstuffs, some of which looked edible. A funky smell wafted from a few bundles wrapped in brown paper. I’d offer Skrew those when we were out of sight. He bounced from one foot to the other and back again as he clapped his hands together and accepted bags, baubles, and boxes on my behalf.

      Yaltu leaned close and whispered in my ear. “You may refuse if it is too much for you to carry. Simply tell them that you're burdened with their generosity. It will make them happy.”

      I did, and several giggled, beaming with pride at having weighed me down with gifts. I could have carried 10 times as much if my arms were longer, but it was a good way to escape and avoid carrying so too much.

      Skrew looked at the shiny gold bracelets lining three of his four arms and waved the empty one at me. I shut him up with a look that promised a slow and painful death if he countered my statement. He received the message loud and clear.

      “Skrew thanks people, yes,” he said with a bow. “We thank people.”

      With that done, I turned to leave but stopped when a thin tentacle hooked my wrist. It belonged to a short, stick-like creature with a hard-looking exoskeleton and four blinking eyes. The tentacle, which might have been a trunk, extended from the front of its face. It spoke through the appendage like a soft trumpet.

      “I have one more item,” it said. “One thing that came to me from traders recently. From Brazud. I believe it may belong to you or your kind. The trader said he bought it from another in town. I only received it two days ago. He invited me to his store. His name is Bada-dabu. You can find him in the center of the city near the long spire that speaks the time to our eyes.”

      What the creature held out to me was nothing more than a small pouch of white leather. When my eyes focused on what was sewn to the center of the pouch, my breath was taken away. I recognized it just as easily as I could have recognized my own reflection. It was the cloth rank insignia of a Federation Sergeant of Marines.

      My people are in Brazud. I know they are. This is evidence. We need to leave right now. I’ll kill every single person, alien or not, who’s harmed any of them.

      It took me a moment, but I was able to let go of my astonishment. The rank insignia was real, but I didn’t see any blood on it. It might have come from a discarded uniform. It also might have been cut from a dead body found in the woods. Either way, it was evidence that the Lakunae had been at least a little honest.

      Crew members from the Revenge had landed on this planet.

      “We need to leave,” I said to Yaltu. “Find a place to stay, somewhere secure. How far of a trek is it to Brazud?”

      “I have no intention of walking,” she said. “Follow me. I need to introduce you to someone.”

      We waved goodbye to the townsfolk as we walked into the woods. I wanted to ask her how far away this person was and to remind her that we were both in a hurry, but I held my tongue. If she had a faster way to get to Brazud, I wanted to see it.

      She stopped when we reached a hill covered in green plants bursting with sweet-smelling purple wildflowers. Yaltu raised her chin, and a complicated set of notes whistled free of her throat and mouth. A moment later, the melody was repeated from somewhere deeper in the woods.

      Yaltu whistled a new melody twice as complicated as the first. Another musical sound echoed from deeper within the forest. I recognized the exchange for what it was, a challenge-response test. It was the only way she and her mysterious friend would be able to recognize each other without being able to see each other.

      From the darkness of a tight copse of trees, a dragon the size of a hovercraft flew into the sky. At first, I thought it was like the cyborg-dragon I’d fought with the Ish-Nul, but this one wasn’t covered in metal plates. Its scales were entirely organic, its patches of silver glistening in the sunlight. The dragon turned once and stretched its neck toward us as it began to descend.

      I hadn’t realized that I’d half-drawn my sword until I felt Yaltu’s hand on my own.

      “Do not,” she said. “She is Amin, and she has long been my friend and companion. Please do not harm her.”

      I returned Ebon to its sheath and lifted one arm to protect my eyes from the dust the beast was kicking up as it flapped its huge wings and settled gently on the ground in front of us.

      “Greetings, Jacob.”

      The words felt like they came from within my own mind. The voice was female, sultry, and wise. I wasn’t sure what the expression on my face looked like, but Yaltu’s smile and laughter told me it was funny. The dragon had also known my name. I figured either she had some limited form of telepathy that could read my thoughts, or Yaltu had told her my name.

      “Wow,” Skrew whispered as he tugged on my arm and pointed, as if I couldn't see the silver dragon sitting right there in front of me.

      “Greetings, Amin,” I said.

      A feeling of pleasure and acceptance touched my mind. I wasn’t sure how, but I was certain the feeling came from the dragon.

      “This is your preference to walking?” I asked Yaltu.

      “I will take you upon my back to where you must go,” Amin said.

      That mental link washed over me again and whispered of the dragon’s love for Yaltu, and, by extension, me as well.

      As for Skrew, she promised not to eat him.

      I laughed. My enemies were about to get a big surprise.
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      “Keep your legs tight against her flanks,” Yaltu instructed.

      I mounted the dragon and caught hold of a bony ridge to use as a handhold. The dragon offered me a small moan in response, and I yanked Skrew up to sit behind me.

      “Mind that you don’t slip when she lands; you might find you lose something rather precious.” Yaltu tapped the handhold on the ridge of the dragon’s spine between my legs as she climbed effortlessly onto the back of our majestic method of transportation.

      “Hold onto me,” Yaltu instructed. “It’ll make it less tiresome for Amin when she turns.”

      The air cooled as Amin coiled herself and took a running start.

      With three powerful thrusts of her wings, she launched herself into the air. Dust, leaves, and pine cone-like seed pods bounced off nearby trees, pattering us like they were at war.

      We headed south, staying low to the ground, no more than 10 yards from the treetops to avoid being spotted.

      To our north was a forest so thick, I could barely make out the hills and valleys it grew upon. The treetops almost touched each other, making the forest look like the green fur of a gigantic, sleeping beast.

      I held onto Yaltu, per her instructions, so I could lean with her in the turns. She said there was little chance we would fall off, but holding on to each other would help Amin keep us safe.

      I didn’t mind wrapping my arms around Yaltu’s waist. She was thin, but beneath her clothes, I could sense a strong body and couldn’t help wondering how different we might be.

      I was curious, but my imagination was hindered by the fact that Skrew had all four of his arms wrapped around my body as well. Getting hugged by an insane vrak wasn’t something I’d ever get used to.

      “Shadow!” Skrew called to me as we soared over the treetops.

      “What?” I asked, unsure I’d heard him correctly.

      He removed one of his hands and pointed to our left. “Shadow,” he said again. “Jacob must never go to Shadow. It is place of much bad. Many bad.”

      I looked where he was pointing and wasn’t sure what I was seeing at first. Several miles away was a huge lake. From the center of the lake, a triangular shape jutted from the surface like an icy spike. A heavy mist veiled most of the structure. All I could see was a vague outline and the needle-like point protruding from the clouds.

      I was curious enough to know that someday, I’d have to take a closer look. Whatever the thing was, it was unique among the other features of the landscape. That uniqueness gave it a definite artificial, constructed look.

      A tight cluster of chaotically built structures with pale, red roofs were surrounded by a tall city wall ahead of us. The population, it seemed, had outgrown the walls meant to protect it from the rest of the world. There were hundreds, possibly thousands, of small buildings surrounding the city as well. The buildings were interlaced with the colorful patchwork of farmland, unmistakable from our height, even though thick pillars of smoke obscured much of the city. The residents of this planet sure liked to burn things.

      “Why aren’t we flying into the city?” I asked when I noticed that Amin was making a low turn to Brazud’s west.

      “My home is not in the city,” Yaltu said over her shoulder loud enough to overcome the rush of the wind as we flew. “And those within Brazud hunt those like Amin. If she flew close enough, they might strike her from the skies.” She patted the dragon on her neck reassuringly. “We will be safe in my home.”

      “You will be safe there,” Amin echoed to me reassuringly.

      “I have food, drink, and a place to rest for all of us.”

      “She does, indeed.” Amin turned her head to gaze at me with one of her pale, blue eyes. “She has a place of rest, a place I cannot stay. But worry not for me, young Jacob. I shall make my way to my own place of rest.”

      I opened my mouth to speak but wondered if I even needed to. Could Amin read my mind?

      “When you see my sisters,” Amin said, “speak to them of our time as hatchlings. Remind them of the promise made under the moon. Then, they will know they can trust you.”

      She turned her head forward and began to descend toward the far edge of the settlements outside the city.

      Amin slowed enough for me to be able to talk to Yaltu without yelling directly into her ear.

      “Tell me more about Brazud,” I said.

      Yaltu nodded and sighed deeply while she gathered her thoughts. “The city of Brazud is ruled by King Demetrios. He is wicked. He kills for the minor offenses a child might make. He knows the Sitar. They support him, but some say he fears them. They say this is why he does not lead the people against them. But do not speak such things in the presence of others. It is punishable by death.”

      I must have been making a face, because she glanced at me and added, “Please do not. He has no mercy.” Her face was a mask of mixed emotions.

      I didn’t care about whether he’d show me mercy, but I nodded solemnly to keep Yaltu from worrying. If this king and I ever met, though, we might need to have a few words. Very few.

      “So, he was appointed by the Sitar?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “No, he captured power from the old leadership.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “How did he capture power?”

      She hesitated for a moment. I couldn't tell if the memory was a bad one, or if she had to think about it. I had to listen carefully when she spoke again, because her voice was almost a whisper.

      “The Sitar had not been seen in many cycles,” she explained. “The people had become enemies of one another. Divisions of age, ancestry, and others caused the people to make war with each other. Those who remained neutral were considered traitors by all sides. People were killed. The world was full of fire.”

      She was there; that much was obvious, but whether it was recent history or a long time ago, I couldn’t be sure. But I wanted to know how Demetrios had captured power, so I pushed onward.

      “He took advantage of the chaos and appointed himself leader?”

      “No,” she said in a hollow voice. “One of the people united the warring factions. Not with war or violence but with words. The people named him their leader. Demetrios killed him and claimed leadership as his own.

      “The people were afraid. They did not want war to return. They did not want any more to die. They had known war and peace. They preferred peace, so they allowed Demetrios to rule.

      “When the Sitar returned, he bowed to them and swore fealty. They allowed him to rule and granted him even more power. This is where we are today. This is our time.”

      Struggles for power were universal across all systems, it seemed.

      “Demetrios captured his power more than 20 cycles ago,” Yaltu continued. “He keeps the citizens entertained with bloodshed.”

      I thought of cheap entertainment at the expense of others. It was the mindless holovids of the present day. It also kept the people at odds with one another. They did not have to compete among themselves if others did it in their stead.

      I suddenly found myself pushed forward against Yaltu’s body, which was pleasant. Skrew’s body was pressed hard against mine, which was not pleasant. He gasped right in my ear, and I wanted to reach over my shoulder and hold his lips closed until we landed.

      Amin flapped her wings hard as she brought us to a stop mid-air right in the middle of a thick cloud of acrid smoke. It would help to hide the exact spot where we landed, but it wasn’t pleasant. According to the feelings and sensations the dragon was transmitting, it was even worse for her. But her love of Yaltu was stronger than her desire to remain comfortable.

      Amin continued her descent in small circles, kicking dust, pinecones, and litter into the air before landing gently in a small clearing next to a run-down but serviceable single-story house.

      The building was constructed mostly of old wood. It appeared to have had recent maintenance, including several layers of cheap, green paint that were peeling from the wet and swollen panels.

      We all dismounted, and Amin turned, ran a hundred yards, and launched herself into the air. The smoke kept her hidden, and she continued through it for a while before increasing her altitude. Doing so would help disguise our location if anyone happened to be watching. I hoped I would have the opportunity to spend more time with Amin. I guessed she knew a lot more about tactics and strategy than the average person on this planet.

      After only a few steps toward the building, four small people resembling humans burst outside to greet us.  Their large noses bounced as they ran, making them appear quite comical. Their faces were flat, and they had no neck to speak of. As funny as they looked, the combination made them appear quite comical, but I sensed a hidden power within each of them, a strength they kept to themselves until they needed to do otherwise. Their dirty faces and hands demonstrated either hard work or crippling poverty.

      The leader took Yaltu by the hand and hurried us toward a fifth who was holding the back door to the structure open.

      “You’ve returned to us,” the leader murmured reverently.

      “I’d be in Skald’s clutches if not for the others,” Yaltu said as she entered the building.

      As the door closed behind me, and my eyes adjusted to the near-blackness of the interior, little details began to emerge. The interior of Yaltu’s home was much nicer than the exterior. Woven rugs in brilliant colors covered most of the wood floor. Small guttering candles in simple, polished metal sconces adorned the walls, along with arrangements of dried flowers.

      The furniture was sparse and utilitarian, far from what I’d expected such an elegant woman to own. Priorities being what they were, I also understood that obvious displays of wealth could attract the attention of those who wanted to take more than they earned.

      The small family took us through a dining room to a closed door at the end of the left wall. The carpet in front of the doorway was filthy but looked as though it had been cleaned so many times, it was beginning to fall apart. The servant guiding Yaltu stopped at the door and looked her in the eye, a silent question on his lips.

      “They are friends,” Yaltu said. “They may enter. They saved my life.”

      The small humanoid eyed me suspiciously for a moment before turning back to the door. He pulled the handle, twisted it twice to the left, and once to the right. An audible click announced it was unlocked before he pulled it open.

      I was instantly met by the heavy scents of damp earth, humidity, and something much more pleasant: cooking food. There was a staircase of sorts, constructed of the same wood as the outside of Yaltu’s home, but instead of feeling weathered and old, it was sturdy and firm. Someone had worked hard and often to keep the stairs in good repair.

      The stairwell was dark. Only a soft, unidentified blue light at the end provided any illumination at all. I slid my hand along the wall as I made my way down. I’d expected to find more wood. Instead, I discovered rough-hewn stone and mortar. Rather than being cool to the touch, it was warm.

      When we reached the bottom, I saw why the servants had been so dirty. They were digging. The enormous room, at least twice the size of the home above, was supported by pillars. Although there was no stone carving happening at the moment, along one wall, small piles of gray powder intermingled with chips of stone were neatly swept against the walls.

      One of the little servants was filling his pockets with dirt and dust with the help of another, a pretty female. They both looked up in guilty surprise at the strangers before Yaltu smiled at them, and they relaxed.

      That’s how they’re doing it undetected, I thought. They’re filling their pockets with the rubble and dirt. Then, they probably walk around the outskirts of the town and the forest, dumping a little here and there until their pockets are empty. When it’s done, they return and do it again. No doubt the guards would notice if any of them were dumping wheelbarrows full of dirt in any one place.

      The lighting mystery was soon solved as well. Glowing mushrooms grew from the walls in spots where it would make sense to use torches. But instead of the smoke real torches would produce, there was only light.

      “Oooh,” Skrew whispered, “is good for eating?”

      “Only if you want to take its place,” I warned him. “You’ll start to glow, and mushrooms will grow out of your ass. Then, we’ll have to hang you from the wall until you become a mushroom yourself.”

      Skrew clamped three of his hands over his mouth as his fourth held up two fingers like some kind of ward against eating something so bad. Good enough.

      Yaltu ignored us, busy with two of her friends who kept running between a doorway on the right and back to her, bringing her things. One time, it was clean clothing that seemed to be made of a purple silk. Another time, it was a delicious-looking fruit that resembled a plum but was six times as big. Then, it was a comb, a bar of soap, a shoe, and a hammer-like tool.

      She declined each of the gifts with grace and kindness, though I didn’t think it could have been easy for her. They hounded her for her attention and treated her like a goddess. Whoever she was to these people, she was important.

      When an old woman offered her a purple fruit with salmon-colored stripes, she gratefully accepted. The little woman beamed with pleasure at having her gift accepted.

      Yaltu’s smile of appreciation was genuine. The small scales along her neck seemed to smooth even more and appeared to be nothing more than makeup. I hadn’t seen her so relaxed, and when she was, her beauty shone through all the worries and stress she must have felt.

      Yaltu leaned forward and kissed the top of the old woman’s head, whispered something in her ear, and the small alien ran off.

      “Skrew,” she said as she turned to the vrak, who eyed the big fruit hungrily, “you will sleep with the servants. They are preparing a space for you. They are also preparing for dinner, and I’ve warned them that you enjoy eating until you are nearly ready to pop. Please join them.” She motioned toward the wall on our right, along which were two doors. Skrew picked the far one, peered around the corner, and walked inside.

      I was nearest the closer door, so I took a step back and looked inside. Several small servants milled around the room, chatting about digging, food, and how many guards were present these days. Others napped on little beds or tended to an oven. I didn’t see any smoke, so I wasn’t certain what the heat source was.

      Across the room was another open door, and inside, I spotted what appeared to be a tiled tub, large enough to hold about six of the little people. It was filled beyond capacity. Each was bathing, chatting, giggling, and appeared to be happy with their lot in life.

      I liked the house because of the defense and concealment it provided. The people were the kindest I’d met since the Ish-Nul. I couldn’t help thinking of Enra and her people, and my stomach stirred with longing. One day, I hoped to return to her.

      For now, I needed to find the Revenge crew members who were inside Brazud.

      This place would be a perfect location to recuperate. The memory of Enra had reminded me what wonders a woman’s touch could do to revive me. Yaltu hadn’t exactly been subtle about her intentions. Her kiss in Madomar in front of the merchants, providing the rapid transportation here, and her hospitality made it clear that she wanted me in fighting form to help her free the creatures taken by the King of Brazud. It didn’t mean she wanted to have sex with me, but I had seen the way she looked at me.

      “Come,” Yaltu said from over her shoulder as we continued through the empty room.

      She tore the big fruit in half and handed me the larger portion. I took a hungry bite. The fruit was succulent and firm. It tasted like a cross between the most juicy apple I’d ever had and sweet nectar. There were no seeds I could identify, and I ate quickly.

      Our destination appeared to be a closed door at the far end of the room. The door was made of metal. I couldn’t tell what kind it was, but the dull sheen made me think of steel, possibly reinforced military-grade material. It would be blast-resistant, heat-resistant, and only one small step away from a door used to secure a fortress. Again, I was impressed with the amount of effort these people showed for Yaltu.

      She continued walking toward the door, so I followed. With one hand, she pushed it open and walked inside. I followed, and was greeted with a wave of warm air. It was then that I smelled something delightful. A fragrance resembling candy, tinged with a hint of spice. I looked around for the source but couldn’t place it.

      Yaltu’s room had several large bunches of the glowing mushrooms along the walls, and I wondered if they were the source, or if it was some kind of perfume added to whatever was creating the heat and humidity.

      There was only one bed in the room, but it was big enough for several people. At least six pillows crowded for space against an intricately carved headboard of the blackest wood I’d ever seen. An expansive blanket that sparkled like it was made of weaved platinum covered the rest of the bed. It was quite the place to sleep on a planet like this.

      Another doorway to the left revealed the edge of a wide bath, tiled just as beautifully as the ones I’d seen earlier. Steam wafted from the room and coiled around the ceiling above us.

      “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you brought me in here for a bath,” I said to Yaltu.

      “Your clothes are crusty, and you reek worse than Brazud’s sewer,” she teased.

      “Do you do this with all of your visitors, or just the humans?”

      “Only certain guests,” Yaltu informed me with an odd smile. “Have you finished your interrogation?”

      “For now,” I chuckled.

      “Then, it is time to bathe,” she said as she pulled her cloak over her head, revealing her traveling garments. I stood rooted in place as she removed her light-green tunic. Her breasts were small but firm. They fit her thin proportions perfectly, and when she caught me admiring them, she didn’t seem bothered in the slightest.

      I took the hint and removed my own filthy shirt. We both stood in silence for a moment as we admired each other. She made the next move by untying a string at her waist. A second later, her traveling pants dropped to the floor, and she stepped out of them, along with her shoes.

      Removing my shirt had been the easy part. I wasn’t sure how she’d react when she saw my manhood standing at attention. She was completely hairless, but her parts looked compatible. Either she’d recognize mine, or we’d have an awkward moment where we’d try to figure each other out. I dropped my trousers and waited. The small, mischievous smile she held turned into an even bigger mischievous smile.

      She liked what she saw.

      The soft pattern of green scales formed a curling pattern along the back and side of her neck, joining together along her spine. From there, they formed great swirling loops, and small arcing hooks down the back of her legs. They resembled tattoos, drawn by an artist whose sole goal in life was to make the woman as alluring as possible.

      The only big difference between her body and those of human women, so far as I could tell, was a small line of ridges that traveled half the length of her spine. They were subtle, and I only noticed them when she climbed into the bath, using a little stool that appeared to have been made for the purpose.

      “Will you join me?” she asked.

      If only those who’d given me the call sign, Paladin, could see me now. Actually, I’d have preferred if they didn’t, but this planet was starting to make the name less and less relevant.

      I followed her into the small room and noticed the wonderful scent again. I eased the knots out of my muscles from the day’s fighting. When I stepped into the hot water, my nose was greeted by a musky scent that reminded me of the top-shelf alcohol from Mars.

      Pheromones.

      The realization struck me like a slap. Not only was she sending the right signals, so was her body. But I didn’t feel like I was being mind-controlled. It was just an increase of an already existing desire, and I figured Yaltu was giving me them intentionally. She wanted me at least as much as I wanted her.

      Several small vials were lined up against the edge of the bath. Some were made of glass and contained colored liquids. One appeared to be a bowl with a lid, and a larger one was pottery with painted flowers adorning it.

      Yaltu reached for the latter. “Will you wash my hair?” she asked as she approached through the water. I noticed the hungry look in her eyes and wondered if hair-washing was part of a mating ritual.

      I uncorked the bottle and gave the contents a sniff. It smelled both peppery and fruity at the same time. I carefully tipped a thick liquid into my other hand as Yaltu turned away from me and backed up, pressing her ass firmly against my throbbing erection. She was going to make the task of washing her hair extremely difficult, and she knew it.

      I was happy to play along.

      Her hair was thin and soft, and as I worked the thick liquid into it, she sighed with pleasure. I did my best to massage her scalp both to work the shampoo all the way to her roots, and to show her what I was capable of. I was rewarded by one of her hands stroking the outside of my thigh as she leaned harder into me.

      “Do you have a mate?” she asked, nearly breathless.

      Ah, that question. I didn’t even think about lying, but I was hoping the question would come up later… much later.

      “I’ve had mates but none for life,” I explained. “It is the way of my people, the Martians. We are warriors, and for us, sex is casual. Some marry for life but most don’t. It’s tragic when one’s life-mate dies in battle. We don’t take commitments lightly. It is our way and has served us well.”

      I wasn’t sure what I’d expected. Maybe I thought she’d recoil at the idea of having more than one mate. Maybe I was worried that I’d accidentally married her due to some kind of hair-washing ritual I wasn’t aware of. Instead, the look I got when she turned her beautiful eyes toward me was one of hunger.

      “I saw the look in your eyes at that emblem in Madomar,” Yaltu said. “It’s the kind that only comes from knowing loved ones are in danger. Do you believe one of your mates is in Brazud?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “If so, I’d like to find her alive and well. I call her Reaver.”

      “She is not a life-mate?”

      I wasn’t sure how to respond. I had strong feelings for Reaver, and I might have liked to make her a life-mate at some point, but things had changed. My feelings hadn’t, but I’d shared connections with another woman on this planet, Enra. And now I was sharing something else with Yaltu. I didn’t want to jump the gun, but I could easily see myself with many life-mates, not just one.

      I imagined Reaver might struggle with the concept, but then she’d always been pretty open-minded.

      When I didn’t reply, Yaltu smiled, turned away, and rewarded me with gentle strokes of her other hand against my other leg. She showed no jealousy at all.

      “Among my people,” Yaltu said, “males are rare. It is uncommon that a male will share his females. There is no need to, and it is rare when a female desires it. I would not desire that you share me.”

      Wow. This alien woman is really speaking my language.

      I almost laughed at the thought. The guys who’d named me Paladin would probably start believing in the tooth fairy if they ever found out about this.

      “Are there just so few males born, or are they killed in battle?” I asked.

      “Both,” she confirmed. “There have never been many males among my kind.”

      With that, Yaltu dipped her head under the water for a moment and rinsed the soap from her hair. Then she turned to me, pressed her body against mine, and washed my hair with strong, soft fingers. Even though she was completely wet, I could still smell her pheromones. She was ready, and so was I, but we waited.

      “Here,” she said, as she wrapped her legs around my waist, “we find power attractive. You will find no end to women who give themselves to you. These women will be yours alone. You are a powerful man.”

      “And you are a powerful woman.”

      “Will you take me?”

      Who was I to say no?  I kissed her neck and felt her little scales dance under my lips. She moaned with pleasure, reached down to my throbbing manhood, lifted her knees, and guided me into her. Then, she leaned back and wrapped her legs around me.

      She was tight, slick, and all I could do was hold on to the edge of the bath to keep her from toppling us both over.
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      Yaltu and I woke in each other’s arms, her blankets a tangled knot tying us both together. For the first time since I’d landed on the planet, I felt like I’d actually gotten some real rest. I smiled as she kissed me before she slid out of the knot to dress.

      I stayed in bed for a few minutes and admired her body before I realized I didn’t have anything to wear. Somehow, during the night, one or more of her servants had entered the room and laid out clothes for me at the foot of the bed.

      The garments were made of something like canvas but appeared to be tougher and were much softer. The combination of brown, green, and black fabrics were expertly patched together and resulted in a respectable camouflage pattern. They fit well, especially since whoever had created them was thoughtful enough to have several areas that could be loosened or tightened with strings. I even found a tough pair of boots made of the same material but with rubber soles.

      After I got dressed, Yaltu gave me an appraising look.

      “Nina has provided well,” she said. “It fits you nicely and will help you blend in.”

      “Who’s Nina?” I asked.

      “She is the old woman you met last night. She has been with me the longest. She was there when Demetrios killed my father.”

      I’d suspected as much but tried to keep my expression neutral. After we’d made love multiple times, Yaltu had explained that her father had been the first leader of Brazud. That was why the memory was so difficult to her, but she didn’t seem to be dwelling on it now. Instead, she took a couple of minutes to point out the hidden compartments and pockets my new clothing contained.

      “These might be useful for you later,” she said. “When you travel into Brazud. But before you do, we shall eat.” Without waiting for a confirmation, she turned, opened the door to her bedroom, and left.

      Beyond, I saw nearly 20 little people all gathered around a long table they’d setup in the middle of the room. Small pots containing more of the mushrooms were arranged down the middle, bringing an eerie brightness to the otherwise dim room.

      The outside table was set out for breakfast.  Skrew sat on the last chair on the right, his plate empty as he eyed the cornucopia of delicious-looking food in front of him. All four of his hands were clasped tightly together as if he’d had been scolded for trying to eat before we arrived.

      Yaltu seated herself at the far end of the table and began chatting with those nearby. The only empty chair was to her right, the place of honor. I took it and placed my hands in my lap, unsure of what rules or customs might dictate the beginning of a meal. As it turned out, the only thing everyone was waiting for was me.

      A moment after I sat down, everyone, including Yaltu, picked up a fork-like utensil. They all began scooping food from the many overflowing, colorful bowls in the middle of the table to fill their own. The room’s quiet vanished as it was replaced by chatter, laughter, and the sound of forks scraping and crashing against bowls.

      “Sleep all right, Skrew?” I asked him.

      “Skrew sleep with ugly shorties,” the vrak muttered. “They snore. Snore so much.”

      He reached for one of the purple fruits I’d enjoyed the night before, but he yelped after Nina slapped his hand.

      “Use a fork.” She pointed to the untouched utensil in front of him.

      Skrew growled but picked up the fork like he’d never seen one before and wasn’t sure what to do with it. He watched several others use theirs, clumsily held it in his hand, and stabbed the fruit, squirting juice onto the old woman.

      The table grew silent as all eyes settled on the gooey liquid running down her face and her puckered expression. I held my breath and my position, fork halfway to my mouth with a warm morsel of what looked like scrambled eggs, as I waited for what would happen next. If it was customary for her to beat the most annoying being at the table, I wasn’t sure I’d intervene.

      Instead, she opened her eyes and licked juice with a narrow tongue that looked far too long to fit in her mouth. “Mmm,” she said. “Tasty.”

      The table erupted in laughter, and the meal resumed. Skrew had managed to live another day, somehow.

      During the meal, a young member of the family approached Yaltu. He looked nervous and unsure, but she seemed completely comfortable with him. He whispered in her ear for several minutes, during which Yaltu stopped eating and tilted her head to better hear him.

      When he was done, he took a step away and studied Yaltu’s face.

      “Thank you,” she said. He nodded and returned to his spot at the table.

      “What was that about?” I asked. I wasn’t exactly jealous, but I was curious.

      Instead of answering, she gave me a serious look and waved my question away. “Not now,” she whispered. “After the meal.”

      Two of Yaltu’s household got up from the table, still chewing their food, and passed the bowls back and forth. The dish that was set in front of me contained a strange-looking cube with skin resembling an orange. When I stabbed it with my fork, juice as black as tar seeped out. I brought it to my plate and inspected it closely in the blue light of the nearby mushrooms, but the details were difficult to make out.

      When I tried to peel the fruit, the servant to my right, an old male, motioned that I should take a bite rather than peel the skin off. I did as he suggested and was rewarded for my efforts. The skin was tough but edible, and the flesh inside tasted like a combination of oranges and bacon.

      By the time the bowls were empty, Skrew had managed to gain some real skill with a fork and only dropped his food about half the time. His brow was crinkled, but the little guy looked as determined as he was irritated.

      When the meal was over, I tried to help clean the table, but several of the servants shooed me away. Nina walked up to me and inspected her handiwork, opening hidden pockets and making small adjustments to the straps that tightened and loosened the garments. After she was done, the well-fitting clothing fit even better. She placed her small fists on her hips and huffed in satisfaction.

      “It feels good?” she asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “Thank you for these. The clothing I came in was… in bad shape. What did you do with them?”

      “Burned them,” she said as she held her nose. “Too stinky.”

      I couldn't disagree.

      When the table was cleared, Yaltu turned to me with a serious expression. “One of our men has returned from Brazud. He has told me of the situation. It is not good.”

      So this was what the man had spoken to her about. I motioned for her to continue.

      “The gates, except for the main gate, are closed. There are three guards where there was one before. Too many guards to climb the wall and enter the city.”

      “So, how do I get in?” I asked.

      “There are many who are loyal to me in Brazud. They were loyal to my father. One is a guard. A vrak who has positioned himself at the north-west gate. He knows you have arrived and will allow you in.”

      “Are the residents friendly toward humans?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “Usually, but now is the time of the arena. There will be those who will want to prove they are strong by harming you. Most will lose because they are weak, but you must be cautious. Do not fight if you can help it. Rescue those like Amin and find your people. Then, leave.”

      I sat in silence as I considered about a dozen things at once. I must have worried Yaltu, because she softly placed a hand on my arm.

      “It seems like too much of a coincidence that Brazud would lock down all of its gates and station more guards?” I said. “Could they know about me?”

      “It is possible,” she replied. “I have heard that the line to enter the city is long, and people are angry. They do not understand why the gates are closed. Perhaps they have heard of you.”

      “Maybe it wasn’t what I did in Madomar,” I said. “Maybe they know of others from the Revenge.”

      “Others?” she asked. “Like you?”

      “Human, yes,” I said.

      “There are many  humans on this planet, but none like—” She stopped before lifting a hand to her mouth. “I believe there might be some of your people in Brazud. But I doubt you will like what you find.”

      “What makes you think there are others like me?”

      “Because I have heard that some fight in the arena. Powerful humans.”

      Was there someone else from the Revenge who’d inherited Void powers? Had the Lakunae grabbed another crew member and gifted them with abilities, like they’d done to me?

      It was unlikely, but it was still the best news I’d had in days. I’d seen the scrap with the Federation insignia, but this felt like more hard evidence.

      Yaltu looked distraught at not informing me of the superpowered human earlier.

      “It’s okay,” I said as I placed a hand on the soft skin and scales of her arm. “You didn’t connect the dots. But now, I’m eager to get going. If even one of my people are there, I have to find them.”

      “I cannot go with you,” Yaltu said, sadness in her tone. “I am wanted by the guards. They wish to kill me to end the lineage of my father’s rule. I am prevented from entering.”

      I thought she was some kind of anti-authoritarian who’d gotten in the way of the planet’s slave trade. Still, there was no way she could get any closer to the city.

      “Skrew can go with Jacob!” He pounded two of his fists into his birdcage-like chest. “Skrew knows the way. Skrew knows the big, big gate.”

      What he considered help sometimes wasn’t, so I was a bit wary of bringing him along. I also recognized that I still needed a guide. Like it or not, Skrew would be going with me. I’d just have to keep him on a short leash.

      I turned back to Yaltu, prepared to tell her that I was ready to go, but something in her expression made me hesitate. She looked concerned, but more at the immediate situation than the danger of the entire mission.

      “You do not have to bring Skrew with you,” she explained. “You can make him go, or stay.”

      It seemed she had a complex relationship with slavery. Sometimes, she seemed to despise it, while she accepted it at other times. I supposed growing up on this planet had made it second nature.

      “Skrew is free,” I reminded her. “He can go or stay as he pleases. I can’t order him otherwise. I could tie him up and hang him upside down from one of the nearby trees. Other than that, he’s free to do what he feels is right. I’m no one's master.”

      “It is the way of the Sitar that the strong command the weak,” she whispered. “You are strong, and Skrew is weak. He recognizes your strength, which is why he is happy to serve. It is the way of the Sitar, so it is the way of the people on our planet. The strong always rule over the weak. It has been this way as far back as the eldest among us can remember.”

      “The people should choose their own leaders, for better or worse. The strongest person doesn’t always make the best leader.”

      “You are correct, but I have worked hard for them to see that. Perhaps now they will.” She leaned back and crossed her arms. “Your power will be visible to all people. You will draw attention. Others will want to challenge your power to prove their own. But for people to truly listen, Skrew must act like your slave, and you as his master.”

      “Simple,” Skrew added helpfully. “Skrew has practice. Skrew was a slave. Then, big Jacob smashed Cobble and bonked him hard. Smashed and squashed. Pow! Made Cobble dead. Such awesome! Jacob was smashy and punchy! Made big muscles!”

      I ignored the vrak and looked at Yaltu. “I’ll do my best to keep my head down. These clothes should help.”

      I handed Ebon to Yaltu. “This almost got Madomar destroyed. Hold onto it for me until I return.”

      The sword had been more than useful, but the Lakunae’s powers would make up for not having a weapon. Besides, I wanted to be careful in Brazud and not draw attention. Skald’s bugs and hovercrafts had been one thing, but I wasn’t willing to test my abilities on a city filled with soldiers. Ebon could stay with Yaltu for now. Besides, it would give me a reason to return to her.

      “I will keep this safe,” she promised and clasped Ebon reverently. “Be sure to return in one piece. I’ll have a bath waiting for you should you choose to return.”

      That was a deal I was more than happy to make.

      “Okay,” I said, turning to Skrew, “you ready to go?”

      “Skrew is ready.”
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      After Skrew and I left Yaltu’s hideout, we traveled a well-worn road toward Brazud. After only a few hundred yards, we were met by throngs of aliens trying to make their way through the city outskirts to the walls. Most appeared lost, but some looked as if they’d done it before and were on a mission. Those in the lead had a few dozen others trailing them, obviously hoping the alien in front would take them to a shortcut. Almost every species I saw was unknown to me, and likely unknown to the Federation. Humanoids made up approximately half the number, and the other half were varying shades of beast, insect, or walking cosmic blob.

      Brazud, like Madomar, evidently dealt heavily in trade. I didn’t know how so many alien species had ended up on this planet, and I hadn’t seen any evidence of interstellar transport. Was it the remnants of a slave colony? Some kind of intergalactic safari where the whole planet was filled with diverse species? Any guess I made was probably far from the truth, but I didn’t really care about how all these species had gotten here. I only cared about humans today, specifically those who’d been on the Revenge.

      As we approached the city walls, the banners I’d seen from the air increased in numbers. They were hung from trees and buildings by vertical and horizontal poles. They fluttered from the walls, which were constructed of the best bits of scrap I’d seen so far.

      The height of the wall was its main defense, at least 10 yards in most areas with some parts rising another five beyond that. Here and there, I could see markings resembling serial numbers, company names, or logos. I began to wonder how many other civilizations were represented just in the barrier.

      I waited until the crowd thinned out enough to whisper a question to Skrew. “What do the banners mean? Are they here all the time?”

      “No,” Skrew whispered back. “Red banners mean arena fights. Fights of blood and death and smash and kill and scream and die. Red banners mean people. Called arena. Scary fights. Jacob not fight. Means more guards. Guards find competitors. Some say want to fight. Others make to fight by guards. Some fight good. Some die if Skrew fart on them.”

      The walls were marked with conduits that looked welded into place. Pipes weaved in and out of the metal structure. As I followed them with my eyes, I discovered small devices protruding from them like barnacles. A quick inspection revealed that two of them were lights.

      So, Brazud had functioning power. I thought back to the refinery where I’d rescued Skrew. Had it been a powerplant of some kind?

      The only thing that was missing was long-range weapons, but the guards patrolling the walls carried what looked like close combat weaponry. They wielded six-foot-long wooden poles topped with stylized axe-heads. The weapons resembled ancient halberds. But the whole point of having a wall was to give the guards time to destroy the enemy before they got close enough to attack with a polearm. So where were the long-range weapons?

      The extra security and my strength were going to make things a bit more difficult. If the guards were on the lookout for arena contestants, they might try to scoop me up to toss me into the arena. I’d have to work harder at keeping a low profile.

      Things just got a bit more difficult and would definitely slow my search.

      We joined the enormous line that gathered in front of the closed gate.  The line to enter the city was miles long, and nobody seemed happy to let us through. A few hard looks convinced them to stand aside, but avoided forcing my way through. Doing so might draw unnecessary and unwanted attention.

      After a good while, we got through the line. I had to hurry out of the way of a large circus wagon being pulled by at least 60 bug-like aliens. They looked exactly like the ones I’d battled in Madomar. I quickly turned my head away, just in case one of them had escaped the carnage and come here.

      Once I was certain I was far enough away and there were enough bodies to keep the short bugs from having a clear view of me, I turned to take a closer look at the circus wagon. The keeping of animals for entertainment had been banned long before I’d been born, but I’d always been fascinated with the pageantry and outlandish costumes some of the performers wore.

      The wagon rolled along on huge wheels constructed of solid metal. The wagon carried a cage, festooned with gold representation of the skulls of at least a dozen different species. In the back was a six-armed brute, twice as tall as me, marching back and forth in the cage. Its entire body was covered in scars; they stood out because of their light purple color against blue skin. The alien had obviously been in a lot of fights, and I wondered if the cage was just for show, if it was for the alien’s protection, or if it was a slave.

      I didn’t see any guards escorting the wagon, but the bugs pulling it probably served double-duty. I felt bad for the brute. His only escape from a fight would be death.

      “Must get to gate,” Skrew whispered to nobody in particular. “Get to gate, then to guard. Get to guard then inside. Get to inside, then to Bada-dabu. Bada-dabu knows things. Must see Bada-dabu.”

      As we approached the gate, I noticed guards of various species, but only one vrak. Yaltu had said the guard who’d let us through would be a vrak.

      The four-armed guard looked up from his boring task of telling people “No, I won’t open this gate” at least a million times. His polearm was a little different. It had short spikes jutting from the sides of the ax blade, which would make it more difficult for him to cleave an enemy in two. However, it would also be a bit more intimidating to the untrained eye. A battle avoided was a battle won.

      At the sides of the spikes were dull silver rods with another piece protruding at almost a right angle from one end. It looked like an electronic club, possibly a less-than-lethal weapon for crowd control.

      His uniform fit him snugly. It was a dark shade of blue with black piping around his ankles, four wrists, and neck. His chest, front of his legs, forearms, and shoulders all looked a bit thicker than the rest of the uniform, and I was pretty sure there was some kind of armor concealed underneath.

      “Gate closed,” he said as we got closer.

      “Open gate,” Skrew demanded.

      The guard answered with a growl and a suspicious glance between us. The hand holding the polearm gripped the weapon tighter while the rest of his fingers flexed, preparing for a fight.

      “We were told you’d open the gate for us,” I explained, pulling Skrew behind me.

      The guard’s little eyes narrowed so much, I doubted like he could see me anymore. “Who said?” he asked, and then he lowered his voice. “Are you the one Yaltu sent?”

      “Yes,” I answered.

      The guard stared at me for a moment, probably trying to gauge whether or not I was a spy, someone sent to test him, or the real thing. When I didn’t look away, he nodded.

      “Hurry. Get in.”

      With that, he turned toward the gate, inserted a key, and gave it a quick twist. The 30-foot-tall gate opened on silent hinges, and Skew and I slipped inside.

      The city was a bustling nest of bodies, buildings, music, arguing, and loud-mouthed drunkenness. Towering structures obscured the horizon, and even though I was among the tallest people there, I still found it difficult to see anything more than 10 or 20 yards away. The smell of cooking food and the stink of unwashed flesh filled my nostrils.

      Dust shifted underfoot as I moved through the street and tried to get my bearings. Skrew trailed along behind me and kept his head down.

      Since the city was surrounded by walls and couldn’t necessarily grow outward, it appeared that most of the long-time residents decided to go up. This resulted in buildings that tipped, tilted, and threatened to fall over at any moment, crushing anyone who happened to be unlucky enough to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      Creative workers had welded pipes, girts, and bracings between buildings in order to stabilize them. At first glance, I didn’t see any that appeared to have collapsed, but their haphazard construction and the faded paint of their mismatched pieces made damage repair difficult to spot.

      If a fight broke out here, improvisation would be a key factor. For instance, the tall flagpoles. Each one had to be 20 yards long. By ripping one of them out of the ground, I was certain I could bowl at least 20 of my enemies out of the way.

      Then, there were the wares the vendors were selling. Some were miniature figurines made of plaster, ceramics, or even metal. A good hard throw could send one through an enemy’s chest, which would definitely stagger him, if not outright kill him.

      Still, there was nothing like having my blade in my hand, especially if I ran into armed enemies.

      But a fight avoided was a fight won, and there was more to my mission than simply feeling safe. It didn’t help that everyone seemed to be on a short fuse. In some places, especially around the food and drink booths, the bodies were packed tight. Those who had already made their purchases had a tough time clearing out for the next person.

      “I was here first!” someone growled in a low, gurgling voice.

      “Says you,” a higher pitched voice snarled. “Move now, or I’ll cut your face off and wear it as a hat.”

      “Guards!” a third alien shouted.

      Within moments, two guards in small hovercraft entered the area. Their mere presence caused those around to suddenly have better things to do with their time and money. The vrak pilots eyed the two combatants.

      “What is happen?” one asked.

      “This pudu tried to cut into line,” said a gray-skinned, blob-like monster of an alien.

      “I did not,” snarled the smaller of the two, which resembled an armadillo. “He threatened to cut my face off and wear it as a hat!”

      “I did not.”

      “Show knife,” a guard interrupted.

      “I, well,” stammered the big alien. “I forgot I had it on me. I was going to bring it to a guard as soon as I—”

      His monologue was cut short when the guard fired a harpoon net at him. The thin webbing wrapped around the rotund alien several times before dozens of small hooks snagged its tough-looking skin. The hovercraft strained under the alien’s weight but managed to lift him from the ground. A few moments later, both vehicles were only a speck in the distance.

      “What’s going to happen to that one?” I whispered to Skrew.

      “He will fight,” he replied. “Jacob must follow Skrew. Bada-dabu that way.”

      “So, anyone who is accused of a crime is taken into the arena?” I asked incredulously.

      “We keep head down, find Bada-dabu. Quickly.”

      We headed off in the direction Skrew indicated. I made it a point to take his advice and not make eye contact with any of the aliens around me.

      I’d been trained to spot subtle shifts in crowds, so when I saw people reverse directions suddenly, I knew something had changed. Above the bobbing alien heads, a helmet came into view. The crowds pressed together on both sides to make room for the helmeted alien.

      “Enforcer,” I whispered to Skrew.

      I grabbed the vrak by an arm, turned 30 degrees to our right, and began making our way through the crowd. Avoiding a fight would be best for the innocent people who’d be caught in the crossfire. Not only that, but my goal was to find lost crew members.

      Skrew wisely kept his mouth shut for once. As I pushed him along, the crowds thinned, and the stench rose. The sanitation in this part of the town was far less professional, and we had to be careful where we stepped. The vendor stalls weren’t as well-appointed or maintained as those closer to the center of town either.

      “You look like a human who enjoys watching other humans get smashed!” someone to my left said as something was pressed into my hand.

      I instinctively dropped the object, took a small step back, and lifted my hands, ready to grapple whoever had just touched me.

      The vendor, a hairy beast resembling a gorilla stretched horizontally like taffy, stared at the item I’d dropped on the ground. The colorful piece of paper floated in a narrow stream of urine.

      “You have to pay for that,” the vendor growled, glaring at me with his black eyes.

      “No, thanks.” I turned away.

      “I’ll give you a discount, then,” the vendor continued. “Obviously, you’re too weak to watch it in person, so maybe you’d prefer to watch from outside. I’ll give you a discount on that ticket as well, so you can.”

      “I said no, thanks,” I replied, a little more firmly.

      Then, the creature made the stupidest move he may have done in his whole life. He grabbed me by the arm and dragged me close. I was so stunned by the move, all I managed to do was laugh. I’d seen pushy vendors before, but nothing like that.

      “Your kind should feel privileged to be in the city at all,” the vendor said, his wide mouth curled downward in a frown. “You humans are weak and pathetic. You’re stupid and slow.”

      “Really?” I asked him.

      “Now,” he said, motioning to my ping-pouch full of the gold rings, “hand over the money.”

      I debated shouting “guards” and getting this vendor tossed into the arena. But if they were cherry-picking their fighters based on appearance, I knew that they’d prefer to take me rather than the sales guy.

      “And what if I don’t?” I asked, leaning closer to the brute.

      One part of me wanted to rip his arm off and shove it up whatever he used for an ass. The other part of me heard Yaltu’s words about remaining undetected. I’d seen what the guards did with people who caused trouble; they made those people fight to the death.

      Any delay could mean the death of whoever had survived from the Revenge. They were my people, and their survival meant more to me than my pride.

      The vendor snarled. “Maybe I will scream like a child and say that you want to fight. Maybe then, the guards will drag you away, and I will buy my own ticket to watch you die in the arena. Hmm? Do you want to buy the ticket now?”

      Maybe entering the arena wouldn’t be such a bad idea. I might find whoever Yaltu had heard about, the superpowered human who might have paid a visit to the Lakunae.

      “Fat hairy is lucky Jacob is in hurry!” Skrew sneered. “Jacob reach down fat-hairy throat, grab fat-hairy’s little balls, and turn whole body inside out! Then, friends make fun and call hairy-fat!”

      You still need a guide, I reminded myself. But I was having trouble convincing myself that it was true.

      The vendor gasped, sneered at both of us, and inhaled deeply. I saw what was coming next and decided that I’d rather blow my own cover than let the nasty vendor do it. So, I flexed my arm, ripping it from the gorilla’s grasp. At the same time, I grabbed the creature’s bottom lip and attempted to pull it over his head, effectively muffling his scream.

      It turned out that his bottom lip was a lot stretchier than I thought it would be, and I found it easy to pull it all the way up to his eyes. He flailed and tried to punch me with his hand, which was as big as my head.

      I caught his fist mid-strike, reversed my grip, ducked under his arm, and took his elbow with my other hand. Then I used his own meaty hand to punch him in the face twice.

      Skrew, meanwhile, was laughing hard enough to draw the guards all by himself. I silenced him by using the vendor’s arm to take a swing at the vrak, causing him to duck, stumble, and land in the little stream of urine. Then I turned my attention back to the vendor and used his own fist to whack him in the face two more times. When I paused to ask him if he was done, I noticed he was unconscious and didn’t bother.

      A large crowd of aliens had gathered around the booth. They were already primed to see the arena fights, so, unfortunately, they were keenly interested in watching a human embarrass a much bigger opponent.

      It was time to leave.

      “Jacob,” Skrew hissed, “must go! Must flee. Guards will come. Too many eyes. Not fight on street, yes? Must flee!”

      He was right. I hopped out of the vendor’s booth across his counter and met an immobile wall of aliens all gawking between me and the gorilla. I could easily leap over them, but that would only draw more attention, so I decided a distraction would be best.

      “Free arena tickets!” I yelled before turning and scooping up a big handful of colorful slips of paper. I threw them into the air in great handfuls, and the aliens dove, jumped, and flew for them.

      It was bedlam, and it was just what I needed to slip away as three guards in small hovercrafts arrived to survey the situation. A human carrying a vrak through a crowd of flying papers, aliens, and dust was almost invisible.

      I knew I’d narrowly avoided the arena. The thought of it made me recall the old Roman coliseums where people would be pitted against one another and against beasts. Most gladiators were slaves, but not all. The idea that so many people would be entertained by watching one being fight another being to the death sickened me.

      Once we’d moved far enough away, I put Skrew down and looked around to get my bearings.

      “Good to smash fat-hairy,” Skrew mused. “Also bad to smash fat-hairy. Peoples liked fight. They remember and report Jacob. He is different.”

      “Quiet down,” I said.

      “Normally, humans squishy, soft. Not fight. Just die. Maybe throw rock. Maybe throw self. Always die. Jacob not die. Jacob embarrass fat-hairy. Was fun! But fun bad. Jacob must keep to moving.” His expression was grim, almost mournful.

      Skrew and I slowly made our way through the  meandering, crawling, slithering, stomping, and walking aliens.

      Few paid me any attention at all, except to sneer or point. I pretended I didn’t notice. No use drawing attention with another fight again, even if it would satisfy me to wipe the smug looks off their faces. I looked up every few seconds to check my surroundings and noticed something.

      At first, I thought my mind might be feverish, but when I checked again, I confirmed it. There was a face in the crowd I recognized, though I couldn't believe what I was seeing. I stopped, much to the chagrin of those walking behind me.

      For a moment, I saw her again and started pushing my way through the crowd. There it was again: a female face. I only saw it for an instant, but my heart leaped. She looked well, but she was thinner than I’d remembered her. She was being shoved down along the street by a vrak slaver. The woman and her slaver disappeared among the crowd.

      I abandoned any semblance of trying to blend in and headed for the last spot I saw her.

      It was Reaver.
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      The crowd was becoming thicker, as were Skrew’s protests and attempts to drag me by my arm.

      “I saw one of my people,” I whispered to him. “She went this way.”

      “So many humans for Jacob to choose from,” he grumbled. “Ugly females make nice with Jacob. No troubles he has to find mate. Why this human?”

      “She’s part of my crew, part of my team,” I said from the side of my mouth as I craned my neck as best I could. “She’d give her life for me, and I’d do the same for her. No way I’m leaving without her.”

      Skrew made a raspberry noise. I didn’t look, not because I wasn’t curious if he’d just covered his own face in saliva, but because I didn’t want to lose sight of Reaver.

      Two rock-like aliens stomped the ground in front of me. They were as wide as some of the vendor stalls and three times as tall. They stared at each other with unblinking expressions, thumping their chests and scraping their granite-like teeth together in something that must have been communication.

      I tried to go around to the left, but the crowd was too thick. I tried the right, but another circus cart was pushing its way through the masses. I couldn't go over them without drawing attention, and going under them was unreasonable, so I stiff-armed both of the rock-beasts and went between them.

      I expected them to protest, possibly to take a swing at me, but when I checked over my shoulder, they only stood there with passive expressions and watched me go. They weren’t at all what I’d expected.

      I had to duck to dodge the pointy ends of a huge parasol when a lusty-looking female alien with three breasts bounced by, carried in a kind of exotic litter. She smacked her enormous lips and blinked the huge lashes of her one eye at me as she passed. I couldn't help but shudder in revulsion. Skrew raised an arm as if to wave at her, but I caught it, possibly saving his life by the looks of her.

      “Probably not a good idea,” I whispered.

      I wanted Reaver to look my direction and see me. If she did, and she managed not to give it away, I could pass a few hand and arm signals to her. I could make a plan, see a response, and know what she needed from me. But, by the way she was walking, head down and subdued, I suspected I was the last thing she expected to see.

      “Come on,” I told the vrak. “We’ll close the distance. I need to figure out what her situation is. I can’t lose sight of her. Not when I’m this close.”

      “Jacob must carefully,” Skrew whispered. “Too close to arena. Guards looking for very much muscles and fight. Maybe not from human, though. Who knows? Maybe safe? Maybe they ignore? Maybe they try squash Jacob flat like dittle-bug when it land in food and make poops on top.”

      I ignored him. I had Reaver in sight. She was only 30 or 40 yards away and was heading toward a building on the edge of the arena. I guessed it was the official ticket booth. There were aliens milling around it, but the transaction would give me enough time to confront the vrak who was escorting her. I had a pouch full of gold pings, and I hoped they would be enough to buy her freedom without attracting any unwanted attention. Then, I could get her to safety, free the dragons, and make my escape. That part would be fun. I’d probably just punch a big hole in the city’s wall and walk through. After creating a distraction to cover our escape, of course.

      “Too close,” Skrew hissed as he tugged on my arm. “Jacob must turn away. Must hide. Too close!”

      Reaver and the vrak disappeared into the a small building beside the arena.

      “Fuck,” I whispered as my heart sank.

      “Must go,” Skrew said, still tugging on my arm.

      “What’s that building for?” I asked, not taking my eyes off the door Reaver had disappeared behind.

      “Is not for Jacob.”

      “What is it?” I asked again, agitation and impatience turning my voice into a growl.

      Skrew sighed. “Is the arena office. Make for fights there. Make for dead and pain and suffer. Is not place for Jacob. She fight.” The sincere sadness in his voice made me turn to look at him. “Reaver fight. Reaver die. Is all.”

      “I need to get in there.”

      “No. Is fight. Is to die. Not little, black mercenaries. Not Enforcer. Bad fighting things. Many fights. Many wins. Jacob get squashed like fruit. Not fight, Jacob. Come. Skrew take to Bada-dabu. We find other.”

      He stopped when I yanked my arm from his grasp.

      “Go to Babu-dabu.” I tossed my ping-pouch to him. “I’m going for Reaver.”

      Skrew glanced toward a nearby food stall. “But—”

      “You find Babu-dabu. I know where one of my people are.”

      After I turned, I didn’t look back, but neither did I hear any more protests. He knew I was serious, and I sincerely hoped he was walking away to obey my orders.

      It was time to go talk to one of the guards.

      I checked over both my shoulders, noting the location, direction, and equipment of the guards. There were no more than 50 of them, but only about 10 in my immediate area. If it came to it, I would have to fight no more than 10 at a time. The odds were a little in my favor, but I’d do my best to make it look like an even fight.

      “Hey!” I called to a guard who eyed me suspiciously.

      “What do you want, human?” the guard said, drawing the last word out like it was some kind of slur. He wore dark, metal armor, completely unlike those the Enforcers wore. There was no sign of any advanced technology, so I wasn’t too worried. It was just armor.

      “I want to fight in the arena,” I answered.

      The guard laughed, as did the two others who stood at the entrance to the building.

      “Go away, little human,” the guard said, wagging his three sausage-like fingers at me. “The arena is no place for soft, squishy humans. Maybe you can go find a ca-a child to play with. I saw some over there. I’m sure they will be gentle enough not to leave too many bruises. But if you say the wrong thing, it might eat your face.”

      I stopped a yard away from him and crossed my arms, staring him in his dark eyes. He stared back, and for a while, neither of us spoke.

      “Why do you want to fight, human?” he asked. “You want to die? Life is too hard? Go throw yourself in front of one of them. It will be quicker.”

      I glanced where he was pointing and saw the rock aliens again. They only watched, more curious than anything else.

      “I’m here to fight,” I replied, growing impatient. “I understand your concerns, but either you let me fight in the arena, or I’ll fight you, then fight in the arena anyway. You seem like a nice person. I’m really not interested in hurting you.” He was being nice, so I hoped he’d be able to sense my honesty.

      “Hurt us?” the guard to his right scoffed. “Puny, nasty human. Go away! My patience is nearly gone! Go now, or I’ll grind you into the soil myself!”

      “I’ll tell you what,” I said as I scratched my chin and stared up into the sky, “I’ll let you have the first hit. Then, I’ll make you,” I said pointing to the guard on my left, “kiss his ass.” I pointed to the guard on the right.

      “I’ve heard enough,” said the guard on the left. He handed his halberd to the other guard who only looked at me and shrugged. I knew what the gesture meant. I’d asked for what was about to happen. I’d try not to kill anyone. I needed to get inside alive. They weren’t taking me seriously.

      It was time to show them that I wasn’t your garden-variety human.

      The guard raised his meaty fists and extended a filthy-looking chipped claw from each. I was more worried about infection than I was any other kind of injury. His claw looked like he played in the dirt every day, and nobody had taught him about germs. It wasn’t my place, so, instead, I decided to teach the beast not to underestimate humans ever again.

      The guard sauntered up like he had all day. Maybe he expected me to lose my nerve and run. The closer he got, the less certain he appeared. He kept that expression until I slapped him across the face. It was a gentle touch meant only to incite him, but his head rocked back, and he stumbled.

      He growled and slashed at my face with his claws but found only air when I ducked under his strike. I closed the distance and slapped him twice. His head snapped back from the blows, and he started to topple. He wasn’t over far enough for my liking, so I hooked his forward leg with my arm and pushed him over. He landed on his back with a huff and a huge gust of wind from his lungs.

      The guard I’d been speaking to earlier didn’t attack like I’d expected. Instead, he watched with mild fascination as three more guards surrounded me. Two had left their polearms behind, but the third, the only one who looked nervous, kept his at hand. He’d have to be the first to go down. He was the only real threat.

      I planted my feet and quickly checked my surroundings. My exploits had already gathered a crowd of locals who were getting a free show outside of the arena. Some looked like they felt badly for me, while others were amazed.

      They hadn’t seen anything yet.

      The two unarmed guards took up positions to my left and right. The third, the nervous-looking one, approached from the center, directly at me. He bellowed a warcry, raised his polearm, and stomped his foot. Instead of retreating from him like I’m sure he intended, I lunged toward him. He flinched and almost tripped over his own big feet in an attempt to escape whatever it was the little human was about to do.

      “Made you flinch,” I said with a laugh.

      He took a panicked swing at me with the halberd, but it passed harmlessly over my head, and I rewarded his effort with a light tap to his face. He flew backward as though I’d just hit him with a sledgehammer. The other guards drew closer, and they were joined by two more, creeping up behind me.

      Good. I wanted to commit enough of a crime that warranted capture. It would mean reuniting with Reaver, and then we could escape from here.

      But was this enough? I’d slapped two guards, but they might just kill me here and now. I needed to show them that I was worthy of the arena. They’d probably earn some kind of finder’s fee for bringing a superpowered human to their superiors. Hell, I needed to amp things up a notch.

      I dashed toward the nearest guard, grabbed his weapon with both hands, and twisted it hard but only managed to twist myself in the air. He had a powerful grip. So, instead of yanking it from him, I yanked his whole body, lifted him from the ground, and planted him between myself and the two charging guards who tried to rush me from behind. The collision sounded like someone smashing a full-loaded baked potato against a gym locker.

      A guard climbed out of the tangle of arms, legs, and armor faster than I’d expected, but not fast enough. His fingers and arms were extended like he wanted to strangle me to death with his bare hands. There wasn’t any time to retreat or advance, so I decided he looked like a fine grappling partner. As if in slow motion, his face turned from a spit-slinging snarl to the crazed grin of someone who just got the thing he most wanted in life. I jabbed him in his throat, and I heard something shatter. His eyes bulged as he reached for his neck and wheezed.

      The other guards seized the moment and charged me, but I jumped ten feet into the air and landed behind them. They all shared dismayed looks while the crowd cheered.

      “I heard you have a superpowered human in the arena,” I said. “How about letting another one join?”

      I almost choked on my own tongue when I realized that Reaver might actually be the person Yaltu had referred to. If she’d visited the Lakunae, then it was all the more reason for me to find her.

      The guards recovered from their astonishment and charging with their polearms leading. I didn’t think any of them were going to do anything except try to run me through. I waited and focused my attention on the immediate threat.

      The two guards in the lead thrust their weapons out at me as if they were a single unit. Their precision was impressive. Each had the exact same idea of aiming for the center of my chest.

      I stepped to one side and slammed my fist down hard on the wooden poles behind the metal blade. That, combined with the momentum of their charge, turned the two guards into pole vaulters. First the guards went up. Then they soared through the air like they’d done it on purpose. Their form could have used some work, but if I were a judge, I would still have given them a solid four out of 10.

      They landed right on top of two other guards, who threw their own halberds to the side just in time to prevent their flying comrades from impaling themselves on the weapons. The landing was nothing but twisting legs, tangling arms, and huffs, squeaks, and grunts. Their score dropped to a measly two out of 10.

      A guard behind me did something mostly right. He came in low, moving fast but using short steps. His movements were noisy, but they would allow him to change directions quickly if he needed to.

      He swung at my calf with the non-business end of his halberd. Obviously, I had his respect, and he wanted me alive. Otherwise, he would have tried to cut my leg off rather than try to disable me. I knew it would hurt, but I decided to take the blow.

      Well, the attack didn’t hurt in the slightest. It was little more than a light touch, but it also broke his weapon’s wooden handle, sending a piece right at the forehead of a guard who’d just managed to untangle himself.

      The guard glanced at the broken end of his stick, then shifted position. I probably could have killed them then with a single punch to his head, but I wanted to be taken into the arena, not stand outside it with a pile of corpses surrounding me.

      The guard’s face bore a look of triumph as he raised the broken wooden end over his head. He didn’t want to kill me. He just wanted to beat me senseless. I’d only give him one more shot, though. He’d demonstrated that I could be beat, but I didn’t want to go down too easily. I had to enter the arena, after all.

      When he swung his stick again, I caught it, yanked hard to bring him close, and gave him a hard left hook to the inside of his ribs. He gasped but didn’t let go, so I hit him again. I really had to pull my punches if I didn’t want my fist to plow through his armored stomach. When another guard ran in to intervene, I yanked the stick again and struck him in the armpit with the jagged end, right between a big gap in his armor. It sounded like it must have hurt.

      With him down, I hit the guard, who was miraculously still holding the stick, three more times in the same spot. He collapsed in front of me.

      Nobody else was coming, which meant they were having second thoughts. I’d overdone it a little and had to give them a reason to try harder.

      “I thought you were guards,” I laughed. “Looks like you can’t even guard yourselves. I bet none of you would last two minutes against any human in the arena. That’s why you don’t want me in there, right? Because you’re afraid of us?”

      A cold wad of spit flew past my face. I turned the direction it came from and found a scarred guard wearing too-small armor, staring down at me. He growled and drew the most ridiculous weapon I’d ever seen: a double-ended halberd with a yard long stick in the middle.

      I stifled a laugh. I couldn't imagine a safe way to wield such a thing, especially with sausage-like fingers and a giant, barrel-like chest. The guard would be likely to cut his own head off. But such weapons weren’t designed to be effective just intimidating.

      Suffice to say, I wasn’t intimidated. Still, maybe it was time for me to feign defeat.

      My plan hinged on the guards having a win, so I decided to give them one. I looked around like a scared rabbit trying to find a place to hide. A few more guards joined the circle of those maneuvering to surround me. The scarred one swung his ridiculous weapon back and forth a couple of times. His motions were so easy and so practiced, I started having second thoughts about how useless it might really be. He approached, spinning the stick-blades between his fingers.

      I still wanted to act scared, but I couldn’t let him wound me, of course. So, I feigned a kick at his knee. He brought the spinning blades down with a grace I hadn’t expected. I pulled my leg away just in time, though I wasn’t sure what, if any, real damage the blades would do.

      When he raised the spinning blade above his head, I saw what was coming. He wanted to throw the weapon, so I feigned that I was going to roll to my left, then to my right, and back to my left again. He’d been expecting the feint, so when I rolled to the right, he threw it. The blade barely missed my body, but it did tear a hole in my new shirt.

      “This was a gift,” I said as I lay on my back and examined the hole in my garments.

      I looked up as two guards approached me, their weapons pointing at my chest. I waited a full second before one of them and brought his halberd down hard toward my neck. It seemed they still wanted to kill me rather than capture me.

      I obviously hadn’t made my true strength clear.

      The halberd stopped a fraction from my throat when I caught it in two hands. I flung the weapon back, and it sprang from the guard’s hands before hurtling into the spectators. I heard a thunk but no one cried out, so I figured I hadn’t just killed someone. I twisted my legs and kicked the feet out from under the guard who’d tried to kill me. I heard a snap and figured I’d just broken his ankles.

      I jumped to my feet, snatched the halberd from the other guard’s hands, and tossed that one away too. The weapon spiraled through the air before burying itself into the metal wall outside the arena. I grabbed his large body with both hands and threw him over my shoulder. The spectators pushed each other out of the way before he landed where they were a moment ago.

      I looked around and noticed everyone was silent now. “So, will you take me to the arena now?”

      My answer came when a patch of dirt no bigger than my fist exploded in front of me.

      The cool and quiet guard by the gate stepped forward and blew steam from the end of his blaster. “You want in the arena?” he asked.

      At first, I was stunned by the question. After all, hadn’t that been what started this whole mess? Then, I noticed a tiny glint in the guard’s eye. He was looking at me. After a split-second, I realized he was actually looking behind me. There was something behind me. Something he’d been waiting for.

      The shadows on the ground gave me one clue. A slight shift in the air, along with a quieting of the crowd gave me another. A sparkle, a dark spot, and a horizontal line gave me my third clue. The hoverships had arrived.

      I was about to be captured… finally.

      I found myself almost instantly cocooned by thin wires ending in hooks that dug into my skin a little. The net tightened, clamping my arms to my sides and my legs together fast enough that I lost balance, so I let myself tip.

      The net was tough, but I knew I could easily break out if I didn’t get my way.

      The guard who’d watched the entire battle squatted down in front of me. I lifted my head as far as I could to look up at him. He wore a deep frown.

      “Human,” he said, “you have surprised me today. But surprise is not enough. You will fight in the arena, and you will die. Unfortunately, whether you decide to fight or stand and die quickly matters little now. The citizens will come to see, and either way, they will be entertained. I wish you a swift death. You have done well, and you have gained my respect.”

      I was touched, sort of. He was still a guard, after all, and his job was to make sure the people assigned to fight to the death  did so without escaping. My respect only went so far, but I appreciated the words nonetheless.

      The net started to move as the hovercraft that launched it began to rise, dragging me across the ground. I feigned discomfort, though the little rocks and pebbles did nothing to my skin. I was tougher than I looked, but I grunted like I was a soft, squishy human.

      A moment later, I was a dozen yards in the air. The pilot didn’t have to take me far. We hovered over a short building no more than five yards square with a heavy-looking gate on the top. A guard climbed a short ladder, unlocked and opened the gate while threatening who or whatever else was in there with his halberd.

      Then, the net relaxed, and I was falling into the building. I caught myself with my arms, tucked into a roll, and stood, ready to fight whatever else might be in the room. When I saw my companion, all thoughts of breaking something vanished.

      “It’s about time,” Reaver said.
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      Reaver walked out of the shadows at the back of the pen. The time since I’d last seen her must have been difficult on her to say the least.

      The pen we were in was made of interlocking stones, polished to a dull glow. The place was clean and appeared to have been recently swept, based on the tiny amount of dust that had been missed. It formed pale brown lines against its gray, sad backdrop.

      The construction was solid, and though I was certain I could disassemble the building in short order, I wasn’t sure if I could do so without Reaver getting hurt. I wasn’t an engineer, but I was fairly sure that if I removed the wrong block, the whole structure would come down on both of us. If I didn’t have her completely covered with my own body, she’d be crushed. It wasn’t worth the risk. I was there to save her, not put her at even more risk.

      She walked with her hands open and relaxed at her sides. Though her expression was determined and focused, she didn’t seem angry that I hadn’t found her earlier, nor shocked that I’d found her at all. Rigorous military training, it seemed, had prepared her for life as a slave. I only hoped it would prepare her for a life of freedom again, because she’d be free in short order.

      Reaver maintained eye contact with me as she stepped from the shadows. She was a bit thinner, maybe, and was dressed in a tan, canvas karate gi, of sorts. Her feet were covered by well-crafted boots that narrowed to a point and were tipped with riveted steel. They looked like they had protected the slaver’s investment more than once.

      The gladiators of old were often treated well by their slave owners, like mankind later treated racehorses. They received the best medical attention, training, and equipment, but that didn’t make the practice of forcing slaves to fight to the death any better. They still weren’t free. They weren’t able to stop fighting if they chose. They’d be beaten, tortured, allowed to starve or dehydrate, and worse. Often, their only chance of escape was in battle, with death being its own reward.

      I opened my mouth and struggled to find words.

      “You made it,” Reaver said, her voice coming out hoarse. “I knew you would. There’d been rumors of some badass running around the countryside whoopin’ everything that came against it. I knew if it was a Marine, it was you. And by the amount of damage you’ve done, I couldn't imagine it being anything but a Marine.”

      “Oorah,” I said with a laugh.

      She stopped when she was close enough that I could feel the heat of her body against my chest. Surprisingly, she smelled of flowers—jasmine, maybe—or something like it. Maybe she’d been given some perfume or shampoo as a reward for winning in the arena?

      Reaver poked me in the center of my chest with her finger. “Where the fuck have you been?” she asked. “You think it’s okay to just run around blowing things up, slaying dragons, killing Enforcers, and such? Ever thought about looking for us?”

      “How’d you know about that?” I asked. Word must have gotten around to the arena constants, which meant that King Demetrios knew about me, too. I was about to ask her more about it when something she said echoed in my mind. “Us?” I asked. “There are more crew members here?”

      “Yes,” she confirmed, poking the same spot, “us. There’s at least one more, or there was. Might be dead now for all I know.”

      I could tell from the way she pouted that she was at least a little upset I hadn’t come earlier. She’d probably heard about my exploits and wondered why the fuck it was taking me so long to get to Brazud.

      “Reaver,” I said, “the second I knew for certain that there were survivors on this planet, I headed for the biggest city center, here. And I found you.”

      A shadow alerted me to movement above our heads. A guard was on top of the pen and had apparently heard enough to make him curious. He leaned forward and peered inside, a halberd in his right hand and another of those rod-guns in a holster on his left. He didn’t look concerned, only curious, as if he might get the special treat of watching a fight that nobody else would witness.

      I thought it probable that all of the guards were similarly equipped and armored. It was just as likely that those on the city’s wall and around the arena were packing heat even more dangerous than rod-guns. The strongest weapons would likely be located at the walls, but either I’d been too unobservant—which I doubted—or the city’s defenses were well-concealed.

      “We’re not on a mission anymore, Jacob,” she whispered. “Our starship is gone. Our crew is gone. As far as I know, we’re the last earthlings that exist anywhere.”

      “Except on Earth and Mars,” I said. I didn’t like her referring to Martians as “earthlings” but I wasn’t about to correct her. I didn’t know where the humans had come from on this planet, but almost identical lifeforms evolving on another planet was statistically improbable, not impossible.

      “You so sure?” she asked as she cocked her head to one side and squinted.

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure about anything, except that I’m glad to see you.”

      She pressed her lips together in a tight line as her eyes inspected mine, then my nose, and, finally, my mouth. I wasn’t sure if she was getting ready to kiss me or if she’d picked a target for her next punch. If she wanted to hit me, I’d let her get it out of her system. Maybe then I’d get to see whether she was the “superpowered human” Yaltu had talked about.

      Then Reaver moved, fast as lightning, barely giving me time to brace myself. But she didn’t punch me. Her arms wrapped around my waist and hugged me. She buried her face under my chin. She didn’t cry. She only breathed deeply and held on tight as if I might drift away or fade from existence.

      I returned the gesture and wrapped my arms around her, being as gentle as I could in case there were injuries concealed under her clothes. Although ancient slavers on Earth traditionally took care of their gladiators, this wasn’t Earth, and it wasn’t thousands of years in the past.

      My fingers brushed her back, carefully tracing the landscape of her spine, her strong muscles, and her shoulder blades. She didn’t flinch or shy away from them and seemed to lean in to me more, holding me even tighter. I stroked her back harder and ran my fingers through the hair at the back of her head. Instead of flinching, she pressed my back against the cool, stone wall of the pen.

      “Why did we end up here?” She looked up at me and continued. “Did you know that everyone is a slave? They’re all owned by someone in some way. They save even King Demetrios is owned by someone. Only the Sitar are free. This is a slave colony, owned by the Sitar. I don’t know who they are, and they’ve never shown their faces, but everyone is afraid of them. Even the king.”

      She pressed her cheek against my chest again. “Not everyone here is bad,” she continued. “but they’re all deluded. Most of them think they’re free. They think they’re actually in charge of something that matters. Even if it’s just their home, they think it matters. They believe that because they dragged the scrap it’s made of for a few miles and welded, bolted, or glued it together that any of it belongs to them. In the end, they don’t even belong to themselves.”

      I took a deep breath before answering. “The difference between them and us is one of circumstance and perspective, not reality.” She gently pushed herself away from me so that she could look me in the eyes. “We see them as ignorant only because we came in from the outside and have never been part of their culture until we were forced into it.” I thought of Yaltu, who wanted to break free but still held so many ideas that were a result of her environment. “We have a fresh set of eyes on it. I’m thinking, based on what I’ve seen, that most of these aliens, these people, grew up living under the thumb of the Sitar.”

      “Who the fuck are the Sitar?” Reaver asked.

      “Evil,” I said. “Whatever they are, they’re evil.”

      “And?” she asked. “And that’s it? We let them live like this?”

      I knew what I wanted to do. I wanted to unite the people and create a force strong enough to break their chains. I’d find these Sitar and make them pay for enslaving an entire planet. I wanted to bring—

      

      Peace to your world...

      

      The voice of the Lakunae invaded my mind like hard-stomping boots of a hungover corporal who got stuck on guard duty again.

      “Peace to your world,” Reaver said, looking me straight in the eye.

      I frowned at her. “You met them, too, didn’t you?”

      “Who?”

      “The Lakunae,” I said.

      She sighed and pulled away from me a bit. “I did.”

      She he closed her eyes, as if she were trying to return to that place, the Void, and remember every detail about it. I’d seen her do the same thing during debriefings after battles, so I remained silent and patient.

      “They took me somewhere,” she whispered. “Somewhere dark. It felt like I was in space, sort of. But there weren’t any stars or galaxies. Just blackness. They told me I was not the one who would bring peace to our world but that I had a part to play. They told me I was supposed to assist their avatar or something. They went on and on about how good of a thing I’d be doing.”

      I nodded and squeezed her gently. “Keep going.”

      “At first, I resisted. I was stuck somewhere I didn’t care to be. I wasn’t interested in whatever kind of bullshit they were selling. When I told them to put me back with my team… they hurt me. Not like a cut or something… but in my mind.”

      I only noticed that I’d tensed when Reaver winced a little. “Sorry,” I said. “I don’t like hearing that they hurt you.”

      “I’m fine. But I’m suspicious of the Lakunae. They’re not what they say they are. They act as if they’re just here to do good in our universe. But they act like dictators. They’re spoiled, slimy, squiddy aliens who lash out when they don’t get their way.

      “So, I played along with the game to see where it would go, and here I am… with you… finally.” Reaver swallowed and looked up at me with a playful glare. “Speaking of which, how the hell did you let yourself get caught? You’re slipping, Major. Or should I say Captain? Although that didn’t last too long.”

      I grunted, and she smiled at me. Any offense I could have felt vanished when I saw her lips turn upward.

      I returned her smile. “When I saw you being led to the building, I knew I had to get in. So, I beat up about a half dozen guards. They were more than happy to let me in after that.”

      “You’re an idiot,” she said, pushing herself fully away from me. “Now, not only do I have to cover my own ass, I have to cover yours too. Wait… did you beat up the arena guards?”

      I smiled and nodded. “Don’t worry. I think I’ll be the one covering you.”

      “You do?” she said, a sly, sexy smile pulling one corner of her mouth up. “Look around. What do you see?”

      I did as she asked, wondering what she was getting at. “I see a holding pen and a couple of gates.”

      “Nothing else, right?”

      “Right.”

      “That’s because the Lakunae didn’t leave me be,” she explained. “They did something to me. That’s why I’m here. This is the finals. I’m competing for my freedom. I’m pretty famous now.”

      So Reaver was the superpowered human Yaltu had heard about.

      “They did something to me too,” I said as I gently drew her closer. She didn’t resist. “I’m faster, stronger, and, so far, it looks like I’m almost immune to injury. That’s how I beat the dragon.”

      “What about Madomar? I only heard about that yesterday. Seems you’re becoming quite famous, too.”

      “Ebon helped me overthrow the ruler of Madomar,” I said.

      “Who’s Ebon?”

      “Not a who—a what. It’s my sword. I left it behind so that I wouldn't draw so much attention. So much for that, huh?”

      Reaver shrugged. “Nah. If they caught you with a sword, they would’ve taken it from you. No way they’d let you compete with it.” She lifted her hands and ran her fingers through the short beard I’d barely noticed on my face. “You’ve changed. Should I still call you Paladin?”

      I swallowed a lump in my throat, and she continued to inspect my beard, gently brushing the skin on my face and neck with the tips of her fingernails.

      “You’ve been busy, haven’t you?” she asked.

      “There were two women, yes.”

      “Well, I’ll still call you Paladin. After all, I was your first is a long while.” Reaver moved to my hair, then the back of my neck.

      I looked up toward the gate the guard had been peeking through earlier, but he wasn’t there. Reaver turned my head down toward her wide eyes.

      “Nevermind the guard,” she whispered. “They wouldn’t intervene even if they thought you were murdering me. Also, they’re on rotation. They just dropped us off, so it’ll be time for them to eat about now.” She turned her eyes back to my chin. “I like the new look. It makes you look rugged. Not so tight-suit, boring, clinical, and corporate.”

      “I looked corporate?” I asked

      Reaver laughed and put a finger over my mouth again.

      Her hands continued to explore my body. She started with my neck, then moved down to my shoulders, and, finally, to my chest. She reached both of her hands under my shirt and pressed into me as she caressed my stomach, chest, and back. I had to hold my breath to keep from gasping.

      “I think your muscles are bigger,” she said. “Not that you were ever a slouch.”

      I offered a half-hearted laugh. “The Lakunae told me to collect their artifacts,” I said, trying to keep things professional. “They said—”

      Reaver cut me off with a sudden kiss that stopped my sentence short. I lost myself in her mouth for a moment, until she pulled away and leaned in close to my ear.

      “I’ve missed you,” Reaver whispered. “They’re going to have us fighting something big and ugly in a while. These may be our last moments alive.”

      A question formed in my mind. Something to do with asking how bad our opponent could be, but when I touched her firm breasts, felt her hand slip into my pants and her fingers gently grasp my manhood, I forgot what it was. But if she was right, it was exactly the way I wanted to spend the rest of my life.

      Reaver raked the nails of her other hand over my chest, bringing soft waves of pleasure in their wake. She moved slow, but I could sense her urgency. I reached to her pants but found them impossible to get my hands under.

      “Here,” she said. “Weird alien strap design. Let me.”

      She worked my cock while she unstrapped her pants. A few seconds later, her pants fell to the floor, and I stepped out of mine.

      Reaver was breathing hard, almost gasping as she wrapped her arms around my neck and used her legs to climb me. I grabbed her ass with both hands.

      This was her idea, her time, and her mission. All I had to do was hold on as she rode me against the wall and filled the cell with deep, needy gasps.
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      “Brutal,” I said as the latest fight ended. “Do they always end up with their intestines scattered all over the arena?”

      Reaver laughed. “Those weren’t its intestines. Those were its lungs. But yeah, that’s how it usually ends.”

      The hologram projector showed the arena match from within our pen. We’d watched a few fights after we’d woken in the morning.

      “The best fights, at least those the spectators cheer the loudest for, are the ones most evenly matched,” Reaver explained. “You’ll see a lot where you have two aliens of the same species fight against each other. Sometimes, though, they’re from the same brood or family and won’t fight. The slavers do their best not to allow it to happen, but one never knows where one gets their latest gladiator from.”

      “What happens then?” I asked.

      “If they won’t fight, the organizers or the king might make them team up and fight something big enough to kill both of them. It still makes for a good show, but the real reason they do it is to warn other gladiators against going easy on their opponents. The people paid for blood or, in some cases, bug goo.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh a little. “Oh, yeah, I’ve seen the bug goo. I had to take a bath to get it all off.”

      Her laughed tapered off as the victors were led out of the arena. The hologram projector shifted to the face of the announcer, Siddith. Reaver had explained that his species was able to reproduce just about any sound conceivable and was therefore the natural selection for announcers, especially at the arena. They didn’t use their mouth, though, except as a megaphone, to project the sounds they made in a particular direction.

      Reaver had also explained that the sounds were created by the big bony structure under the four-eyed alien’s forehead. They had hundreds of bones and thousands of muscles they could use to cause the vibrations they turned into speech. When a popular gladiator won, their “voice” could sound excited and triumphant, drawing the crowd into hand-holding, dancing, orgasmic celebrations. When the popular gladiator died, the mournful, angry sounds this species produced would send them into a tizzy of weeping and anger.

      “Are you worried?” I asked.

      Reaver shrugged. “I’m always worried. There are hundreds, maybe thousands, of alien species on this planet. I’ve fought a dozen or so. Each one is different, and each one brings their own strengths. The worst part is not knowing what kind of aliens I’m expected to fight. I go into every battle blind.”

      I understood her concern but not her behavior. I’d trained her to expect the unexpected. Every battle, even those against other humans, was one big unknown. Her training—our training—had taught us that. Even when we had a rock-solid plan, one we’d worked on for months, it always changed once the battle started. She was holding something back, though I wasn’t sure what it was. I had an idea, so I asked.

      “What exactly did the Lakunae do to you?”

      “Probably the same thing they did to you,” she said. “It was weird. It hurt, but the pain… it was more metaphysical than actual, real pain. It felt like I was being taken apart, molecule by molecule, changed, and then, put back to together. When I woke up, I’d crashed into the planet.”

      Her mouth worked but no words came out, so I waited.

      “At first, I thought it was something my mind did with those damned drugs they insist in injecting us with, you know?” she said.

      “Yeah, I know,” I said with a nod. “It sounds like we had the same experience. They didn’t blather on and on about their artifacts and what they wanted you to do with them?”

      “No. They just said I’d be useful.”

      “So, what can you do?” I asked.

      “I throw things, mostly,” she said with a sigh. “That’s why this pen is so clean. If they leave even a pebble behind, you can bet I’ll put it through someone’s eye. When I was first captured, I killed three guards with a spoon they forgot in my cell. I would’ve killed four, but I threw it at the last guard. It went right in his eye, stuck out the back of his ugly head, and pinned him to the stone wall, too far away for me to reach it.”

      “Before you were a dangerous killer with anything bladed or that could shoot,” I said. “Now you’re practically lethal with anyone.”

      “So, what can you do, big boy?” she asked, a sly smile spreading across her face. “Except for me, of course.”

      I returned her smile and quickly took her in my arms. I lifted her so she was almost touching the bars that closed us off from the guards above. I took her in one hand, then put her in my palm, before shifting her over until I was holding her up with only a finger.

      “You got strong,” Reaver said as she dropped to the ground. “Is that all?”

      “Heh, you’ll see exactly how strong if we enter the arena.”

      “Against each other?”

      My stomach coiled. I hadn’t thought of that. Was this the guards’ sick way of torturing us? Allow Reaver and I to unite, only to fight each other to the death in the arena?

      Well, that wasn’t going to happen. I was probably stronger than anyone they could try to stop us. As soon as we had an opportunity, I was breaking us both out.

      Reaver slumped against the wall, and I joined her. The guards stared down at us from above, and I clenched my fist opened and closed. It would feel good to kill them for enslaving Reaver.

      She picked a piece of rubber from her shoe and flung it at a guard. It bounced off his forehead, but I doubted it didn’t anything except sting a little.

      “What was that?” he yelled. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Trying to give you human-germs you fuck!” Reaver sneered. “You ever heard of… cooties? It’s a horrible disease, and you don’t want it; trust me.”

      “I don’t trust you, human,” the guard said. “I trust your germs even less. Sit in your filth and die of the cooties.” With a huff, he turned and marched away from the opening.

      I almost laughed. Reaver did laugh but covered it up well enough by pretending her giggles and snorts were coughs and wheezing.

      “Well done,” I whispered.

      It was good to be reunited with her. Whatever happened, I’d ensure I never had to fight against her.

      The next match was over almost before it started. It featured a big alien that resembled a centaur, if centaurs were green, almost 12 feet tall, and with their bottom half being a spider instead of a horse.

      The spider-thing tore off one of its own legs the second it entered the arena and threw it like a spear. The other alien, some kind of multi-armed creature, dodged—almost. The spider’s still-twitching makeshift spear pierced the other alien’s shoulder and threw it back. The spider-alien was on its opponent in an instant, beating with two-knuckle giant fists until the other alien was no more than a quivering pile of green-blooded mush.

      There was only one spot for the clean-up crew to pay attention to. They scraped up the gooey dirt, replaced it from wheelbarrow-like contraptions, and left the arena.

      The crowd didn’t make a sound, so I figured they were shocked at the speed of the match. Apparently, they enjoyed a good fight, and quick ones weren’t good.

      “Wow, that was quite a match,” Siddith said through several rusty speakers located near the edges of the arena. “But the next fight is going to be a real treat! You’ve seen her once. You’ve seen her twice. You’ve seen her slice and dice! It’s Beatrix the Bloody! And her lovely team, the Execution Squad!”

      A cheer erupted from the crowd, loud enough to make the cell walls shake. It was so loud, I could barely hear the announcer relaying the fighter’s stats. He said something about the many wins, zero losses, and I was pretty sure he mentioned tomatoes.

      The hologram in the center of our pen began to show Beatrix fighting, smashing, and killing her opponents. There was blood, then more blood, then body parts flying in all directions. She looked experienced and fast. The hologram seemed to grow and shrink as if whoever filmed her had been drunk, or the camera was swinging in and out like a pendulum.

      My face flickered up on the screen beside Reaver’s. I couldn’t tell whether it meant we would be fighting each other, or whether we would go against Beatrix and the Execution Squad together.

      Either way, we were about to go to war.

      Reaver breathed a sigh of relief. “Looks like we’re not fighting each other,” she said.

      All the muscles in my body relaxed, and I couldn’t help but smile. “I’m glad to hear that.”

      “If we win this match, and the next few dozen, maybe they’ll let us go free,” she said. “They did say they would free me if I won a hundred battles. Didn’t give a number, though.”

      “You’re going to be free today, no matter what. It’s why I’m here. Let’s whoop this Beatrix’s ass and figure out a way to escape.”

      Reaver met my gaze with a shrug. “I’m right behind you, Paladin.”

      “Do you trust me?” I asked.

      “I do,” she said.

      “Then, trust that you will be free today.”

      I stretched as well, not because I thought I needed to but to show solidarity with my partner. “What are the rules?” I asked.

      “The fights are usually to the death. If one opponent wants to offer mercy, the king has to authorize it. But if he wants the loser to die, he’ll order it. Then, mercy is revoked, and the loser dies. Simple as that.”

      “Are you ready for the Queen of Carnage?” Siddith asked the crowd. The response was even louder than before.

      Reaver cracked her knuckles. “I didn’t tell you this before, but this battle will be different. It’s a big-ticket match.”

      “Which means?” I asked.

      “Watch out for weapons. The crowd buys stuff from vendors in the city. They’re allowed to throw the weapons in. Sometimes, the weapons are useful. Sometimes, they’re just as dangerous for the one using it as they are for the opponent. And sometimes, I think they throw the weapons at us rather than to us. Just keep your eyes open. It’s always better to have something than nothing.”

      “I’ll be careful,” I said.

      “Beatrix is one of the big hitters,” Reaver quickly explained. “So am I. But she’ll have help. The Execution Squad are a team of wafnugu. They’re small, but they communicate telepathically. Just when you think you’ve got one cornered, you’ll realize it’s a trap. Then, it could be too late. Watch your back and show no mercy.”

      As she finished, the entire cell shifted underneath our feet.
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      The side of the cell snapped open like a reverse mousetrap, and the floor beneath my feet tilted 45 degrees to dump us into the arena.

      Reaver coiled her legs into a crouch and slid over the floor until the last second. Then she launched herself into the air. It took me a moment to orient myself and get an understanding of our battleground.

      The arena was large—about the size of a Terran football field. The inside was concave like a spoon, and though there was dirt, I could see large spots where stone showed through. I couldn’t tell if it was some type of concrete, or the actual bedrock in the area. Flagpoles and stadium seating surrounded the field, as did a yellowish haze that wavered and distorted everything behind it, like air rising in a hot desert.

      We were boxed in by a forcefield.

      Small, spherical orbs flitted about overhead. There were at least a dozen, and each were about the same size, no larger than my head. They screamed past me, and I noticed small fan blades on thin outriggers.

      Ahead of us, Beatrix the Bloody and her Execution Squad were already closing in.

      “I’ve got the leader!” I shouted to Reaver. “You take the others!”

      “Oorah!” she shouted back.

      Reaver moved with absolute confidence, even in the face of potential death. She peeled off to the left to take on three small creatures who only reached my waist. They were bald and leathery with small horns protruding from their spine, elbows, knees, and ankles. The creatures ran on all fours, and thick strings of saliva hung from their mouths like the tentacles of a jellyfish.

      Our enemy didn’t stand a chance.

      “You handle Beatrix,” Reaver said. “I’ll handle the Squad.”

      “Got it,” I said as I locked onto the position of my opponent.

      Beatrix was about my height, had an olive complexion, and hair tied in thick braids. She was armored in segmented platemail covering all the important spots while leaving enough visible to encourage every male’s imagination.

      No wonder she was popular.

      As Beatrix and I drew nearer to each other, her armor changed. Pieces snapped to attention, making her look like a sea urchin. She leaned in to her sprint, crossed her arms in front of her ample bosom, and unfolded short spikes from her forearms. It was obvious she meant to crash into me, impaling me with the pointy-bits, but I jumped to avoid her.

      As I rose into the air, I studied her armor. Reaver had said that the spectators would occasionally throw weapons to their favorite fighters. It seemed that Beatrix had turned hers into armor, without sacrificing their potential as offensive weapons.

      Brazud obviously took care of its star gladiators.

      I landed on my feet, a few away from Beatrix, her back to me. My vision became filled with something I didn’t understand. Beatrix’s hair wasn’t hair at all. It was a nest of tentacles. She spun, and the tentacles landed toward me. They came too fast even more me, wrapping around my torso and ensnaring me. The tentacles carried me into the air and slammed me into the ground.

      Breath ejected from my lungs, and I even felt a little pain.

      Well, it seemed I could be hurt. I’d just met my match.

      I lifted my arms, tensed my muscles, and tore free of the tentacles. They kept shooting toward me, but I managed to outpace them. Next time they got hold of me, Beatrix might bring me closer to her and cut me to pieces with her spiked armor. There were enough blades to turn the average person into ground beef. The more her opponent struggled, the worse they’d make it for themselves. From the look in her eyes, it was exactly what she was planning to do.

      Tentacles sprang toward me again, but I lifted my arms in a sweeping motion and captured them all in my hands. The look in her eyes drifted from determination to confusion before I yanked on her hair with all of my strength. Her head slammed into the ground, and her tentacle-hair went limp. The impact would have killed most other people, but there was more to Beatrix than met the eye—even though there was a lot to see.

      Something raced toward me from the left, and I ducked instinctively. I caught sight of Reaver from the corner of my eye. She spun like a dervish, expertly blocking and striking against her three opponents, each of whom was armed with a spiked weapon that resembled a big stick with a nail going through it. Primitive, but effective.

      Reaver, on the other hand, was armed with a frying pan. How a spectator could have confused a skillet for a weapon was beyond me.

      At the moment, I had more immediate and pressing concerns. Beatrix tore her tentacle-hair from my grip and then coiled them behind her head. Obviously she thought that tactic wouldn’t work anymore on me, and now she was disposing of her dented pieces of armor. It looked like throwing her into the ground by her own hair had savaged her equipment.

      Good. It meant we’d be on even footing. Minus the tentacles, of course.

      Beatrix ripped the final chunk of damaged metal free with a grunt and threw it at me. I evaded the crescent-shaped piece of steel as she charged toward me and ducked under a kick aimed at my head.

      “Bloody Beatrix!” a voice said from the stands. A moment later, she was holding a three-foot-long maul with an ax blade on one side of the rusted head and sledgehammer on the other. She twirled it a couple of times and bounced it in her hands as we circled.

      Her face settled in a sad smile, and I knew she considered the fight over.

      All I needed to do was take out Beatrix, and I could go help Reaver. I risked a glance at her, and she appeared to have broken her frying pan and was defending herself with, of all things, an egg-beater.

      Beatrix came after me, and I dodged a swipe from her mace. Beatrix was wielding the weapon like a toy, but she still needed a fraction of a second to bring it around again. I caught hold of its shaft, rammed her with my shoulder, then easily snapped the mace in half.

      Beatrix barely hesitated. She dropped the ruined weapon, threw a haymaker punch, and lashed out with a kick. I covered up, blocked the punch, and retaliated after her last kick went a little wide. I gave my own kick, straight at her ass, just as her leg swung around. She was thrown forward feet-first and came to an undignified halt when her tumbling body hit the forcefield at the edge of the arena.

      For a moment, the wavy lines of the field became more distinct and brightened to a sunburst shade of yellow. Beatrix’s flailing form bounced from the energy field, but it didn’t look like she’d been hurt by it. The crowd booed and hissed until she regained her footing.

      “I’m your number one fan, Beatrix!” someone cried out as they tossed her another weapon.

      It wasn’t a household item like Reaver tended to get. Someone had spent a lot of ping currency to get a full-sized battleaxe. The tentacle-haired woman picked it up, measured its weight, and glared at me as if she knew exactly where she wanted to bury the thing.

      Behind her, a small skirmish broke out in the stands. At least six other aliens attacked the one who’d given Beatrix her new weapon. The giver was the same species as the Execution Squad. I guessed they thought it was unfair and wanted the match to last longer.

      Beatrix took two measured steps my direction, paused to allow the head of one of the Execution Squad to roll by, and continued her march. She leaned forward, dug her toes into the dirt, and charged as she began drawing her ax over her shoulder with both hands.

      I met her in the middle with a resounding crash of muscle and steel. The ground trembled under our feet as we wrestled for control of her ax, and something occurred to me.

      She was almost as strong as I was.

      Beatrix extended her left arm out at neck-level, obviously to clothesline me with the short hooks and barbs on her bracer. She found nothing but air as I rolled under her hasty move and kicked her for good measure. She sprawled to the dirt, but her tentacles flung forward to ensnare me.

      “Humie!” a voice yelled from the stands and tossed a sword to the ground.

      I dropped to the ground, rolled twice, planted my feet, and found the sword. I figured the  wafnugu who’d thrown it wanted me to stand a chance. That was nice of him.

      “The wafnugu offer weapons in exchange for matrimony,” Beatrix teased as she came to her feet. “Congratulations?”

      I deflected her attack and offered her a grin back. At least I’d gotten her talking.

      She spun, preserving her momentum, and attacked again, lower this time.

      I blocked her strike, and the next three that came in rapid succession. She disengaged to regain her balance before she lunged forward. Her ax was a blur of steel, but I managed to evade every attack. I was even starting to pick up a sweat, and I could see Reaver had the Squad handled, so I decided to play a little.

      “You should surrender,” I offered with a grunt as I stabbed at her forward leg, then deflected a gauntleted fist. A tentacle came for my head, and I chopped off the head with a broad sweep of my sword. Beatrix didn’t cry out; she didn’t even bat an eye, so I figured the tentacles lacked nerve-endings.

      “Why would I surrender?” she asked.

      “You look like you hate your job,” I told her honestly.

      Beatrix caught one of my kicks to the gut and staggered backward. She was breathing hard and sweating profusely but still refused to stop or even slow her assault. All I could do was duck, dodge, parry, and, occasionally, counterattack.

      Beatrix ignored the many small wounds I’d caused her. A few had stopped bleeding, even though I knew they were deep. I thought she must have been in pain, but she shrugged off my strikes as if they’d never happened.

      And I was starting to think that there was more to Beatrix than simply alien biology.

      I hit her with a clean slice across her ribs that knocked loose the last remaining piece of armor. She brought her arms close to her body to cover up and lure me in. She was good, but she wasn’t as fast as me.

      Her arms exploded into a flurry of twists, strikes, and parries. The motions were practiced, familiar, and their intended effect was obvious. She meant to intimidate me, while also providing a great show for the spectators. She was hoping for a better weapon, something that would even the odds.

      “Aren’t you getting,” I grunted as I blocked three rapid strikes, “a little showy? Isn’t it embarrassing to be their trained monkey?”

      “What is a monkey?” she asked, her attacks never faltering even for an instant.

      Oh, yeah, I reminded myself. You know their language, but you haven’t learned their local insults yet. The Lakunae failed to provide that bit of information.

      “Does a monkey look anything like you, human?” she asked. Even though she was trying to kill me, I noticed something in her voice and expression. She wasn’t angry. She was curious.

      “I’m prettier,” I said.

      I blocked a vicious swing, felt the hilt of my sword loosen a bit, and realized the alien who’d thrown it into the arena hadn’t bought it from a skilled swordsmith. It wouldn’t last much longer.

      Then, I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. Reaver was on the ground under one of the Executioners. The creature was reaching for her throat. It looked like it was trying to strangle her. But there was something in her eyes that told me it wouldn’t happen. She confirmed it by giving me the hand- signal for “all good.” She’d noticed I was looking and called me off.

      Beatrix also noticed where I was looking and took the opportunity to swing her ax in a fast, diagonal arc. I blocked, but the impact stripped the sword from my hand and sent the pieces scattering across the dirt.

      Worse, I noticed a glimmer in her eyes when she made a quick glance to my left. So, I ducked and rolled to the right, just before the last Executioner slammed a spiked weapon into the ground. It missed me by a foot, but Beatrix barely avoided getting her face ripped off by the short spikes of her comrade’s weapon.

      Beatrix and her Execution squad had been forced to compete together, but there was no loyalty between them. The idea was confirmed when the wafnugu hoisted his weapon and swung it over his head in a sloppy arc that put both me and Beatrix in the same danger.

      The fucker did it on purpose. He didn’t have a shred of hesitation in his eyes as he drew back for another opportunistic strike.

      With a snarl, Beatrix kicked the wafnugu in the back of his bald head and sent him sprawling to the ground. The creature reached out with both of his hands to stop his fall, but I caught them before they touched the ground and spun him around. I snapped my arms around his head and twisted hard, spinning his head almost all the way around before I heard and felt a sharp crack.

      I dropped his limp body to the ground as a spherical camera drone buzzed in for a close-up. It inspected the wafnugu’s body for a moment before shining its little lights right in my eyes.

      I leaned back as Beatrix pressed in for a desperate attack of opportunity. The spiked club hissed past my cheek and tickled me with its breeze. My next punch caught her wrist and forced her to drop the weapon. I hit her with another punch in the gut that rattled her whole body, then scooped her up. Spikes ripped at my skin, and I felt a slight graze for the first time since I’d met the Lakunae. A sliver of blood trickled down my stomach as I grabbed Beatrix by her hair and hurled her into the arena’s shielding.

      The forcefield absorbed the impact, curled around her, then flung her back at me.

      I caught her mid-air with a spinning backfist to the body, and she crashed into the ground in a cloud of dust. Her tentacles twitched weakly beneath her head as she fought to breathe.

      I really didn’t like fighting a woman, and I realized I’d been going easy on her. Even that last punch hadn’t been at full-strength.

      Soon, I would have to make a decision. Would I let her live? Or would I do something else? Could I convince her to join Reaver and I? Then all three of us could escape this place.

      The crowd cheered. Either Reaver had vanquished her last opponent, or she’d died in battle, but I didn’t have time to find out which. An object flew an inch past Beatrix’s face, but she ducked and it went hurtling past her. It resembled a metal serving tray, and if it had hit her, it might have cut the gladiator in half. I looked to where the tray had come from and saw Reaver among a pile of dead wafnugu Executioners.

      “You have won,” Beatrix whispered between her tightly clenched teeth.

      “We’re getting out of here,” I said as I held up a hand to stop Reaver from throwing something else. “Join us.”

      “No one leaves the arena.” Her expression changed again as she lifted herself drunkenly to her feet and scooped up a mace.

      Instead of the calculating, dangerous woman I’d been fighting earlier, she looked calm, if in pain. Her frown looked forced. She saw death coming and accepted it for what it was: a release from her imprisonment. She was about to throw the match in a stupid frontal attack.

      I would have killed her without a second thought if I had no other choice. It was what I’d been trained to do, but now was different. I recognized her for the tortured, miserable slave she was. She no longer saw me as her enemy, or even a rung on the ladder to her promised freedom. I would be her rescuer by killing her.

      Still, I refused to do it. Beatrix was a strong and capable fighter, exactly the kind of person I wanted on my side.

      The woman attacked, sort of. After taking two completely ineffective swings through the air, she telegraphed her next move by lifting the mace over her shoulder and screaming.

      The sound sent a shiver up my spine. It was triumphant, satisfied, and horrible at the same time. Time seemed to slow again. I saw her mouth, a mournful grimace pulling the corners down. Her teeth were clenched again, prepared to receive whatever wrath I could produce. But her eyes were what disturbed me the most. She was crying.

      I leaned forward and charged her. I caught her hands before she could bring the mace down. As Beatrix closed her eyes, obviously unwilling to watch her own death, a tear fell from each.

      She relaxed as I swept her legs out from under her. She let go of the club and allowed herself to fall to the ground with a hard thump.

      I took a position above her. She didn’t fight or even try to resist. Instead, she lay on her stomach, arms above her head, face turned toward me. Her eyes were still closed, and I held the club in my right hand. Her tentacles writhed, but she mostly kept them above her.

      Reaver stood a few yards away and watched. She had a few cuts on her forehead, but they seemed to be healing already.

      Beatrix’s shallow cuts on her arm I’d given here were also nearly healed. The dried blood had fallen away, revealing a light, pink scar.

      I understood.

      The Lakunae had been sending people to this planet for a long time—maybe centuries. I was not the first. Likely, neither was Beatrix, but she’d been altered by the Void Gods, just like me. She’d been sent on a mission she was not prepared for. It displayed how desperate and ineffective the squids were. Being here wasn’t her choice, just as it wasn’t mine.

      Before the crowd had screamed, roared, hissed, and laughed, but now they were silent.

      There was no way I could kill Beatrix. I’d made an offer to her, that she could come with me when I escaped from here, and I intended to keep it. All three of us would leave together, for better or worse.

      I placed my foot on Beatrix’s chest and looked up to the stands. “Beatrix the Bloody has fallen! She has conceded defeat. Do you really wish to see your prized fighter die? Who will you watch, then?”

      The sound of shifting bodies brought my attention to the far end of the arena. One small section, no wider than four or five seats, was adorned with gold and red cloth. It resembled an elegant circus tent, and though the front was open, I couldn’t make out who was inside. Luckily, a couple of helpful camera drones decided to show me a close-up on the central hologram.

      I didn’t recognize the face, and barely even recognized it as a face. It looked like a human, if the man’s skin was painted white and his eyes were removed. In place of the eyes was nothing but blackness. Two dark pits disappeared into the spots where his eyes should have been. The effect was equal parts fascinating, uncomfortable, and mysterious.

      The creature, whom I could only assume was King Demetrios, stood. No one in the audience made a sound. The king lifted his dark arm. It ended in a sideways fist, knuckles up.

      I knew what was coming next, and I was ready.

      Demetrios slowly extended his thumb, held it for a moment, then turned it downward. He wanted me to kill my opponent, to finish her off for the enjoyment of the audience. But he didn’t know me.

      I glanced at my opponent, who lay at my feet, ready to die, then slowly lifted my eyes toward the king. A camera drone came in close, which was good. I wasn’t sure how far the king could see, or if he could even see at all. If not, I hoped someone would tell him what I did next.

      I lifted my fist, just as slowly as he’d done. I kept the knuckles toward the sky, just as he’d done as well. Then, instead of extending my thumb, I turned my hand over and extended my middle finger, pointing it straight up at the sky.

      “Fuck me,” Reaver whispered into the pregnant silence. “We’re all going to die.”

      The crowd suddenly roared their discontent, and the set of bodyguards around Demetrios tensed and lifted their weapons. I stared at the king and spat with contempt. A sudden roar in the air and a cloud of dust ripped across the arena.

      I backed away from the searing heat, shielded my eyes, and looked up.

      Five sleek, purple skiffs leveled weapons at us from above. Particle cannons hummed as I sized up the vehicles. These machines were a calibre above Skald and his crew’s tech.

      I could take at least a few of the vehicles out, but I waited because they hadn’t fired yet. Instead, three skiffs lowered themselves to eye-level and slowly approached to herd us back to the pen.

      Beatrix scrambled to her feet and took a moment to look around. She was obviously confused and amazed to still be alive.

      “What did you do?” she whispered as we backed away from the approaching skiffs.

      She must not have seen my gesture.

      “I insulted the king,” I whispered back. “He wanted me to kill you. I refused. I also flipped him off.”

      Her expression made it clear that she didn’t understand the phrase, so I demonstrated. She gasped, and her face went slightly pale. “That is a serious insult on this planet,” she said, almost concealing her smile. “The most serious. Nobody has ever done that to the king. Not even those about to die. Never. Oh, you shouldn’t have done that.”

      The arena skiffs maneuvered and pressed forward as they forced us back with their presence.

      “Can you take them?” Reaver asked me.

      “Not like this. We retreat and play along for now,” I said.

      The pen behind us opened up, and I ushered Beatrix and Reaver in. I backed into the pen, slowly but surely.

      I had offered the crowd an enormous spectacle, one that they’d loved. The doors of the pen swung shut on their mechanical hinges, and the light of day vanished as I turned to face the others.

      We all stood staring at each other. We were unarmed, but it didn’t mean any of us weren’t dangerous. Yet nobody was attacking.

      “Why did you spare me?” Beatrix asked. “I would have killed you without a second thought.”

      “You’re a good fighter,” I said. “And I don’t like this Demetrios guy any more than you do. Best way to to stick it to him was to spare you.”

      “You should not have done that,” Beatrix scolded. “The king does not forgive. He does not show mercy. He is cruel, and he will not allow this crime to go unpunished. You should have killed me when you had the chance. I was ready! I was ready to die!”

      I shrugged, which seemed to frustrate Beatrix far more than I thought it would. She balled her fists, and I wondered if I’d have to fight her in the confined space. I’d win—of that I had no doubt. But I wouldn't get away without a scratch. She was the first person to hurt me since the Lakunae, even if I’d only been slightly grazed.

      Instead of attacking me, she growled something under her breath, spat on the floor, and leaned against the wall.

      “How did you defeat me?” Beatrix asked, not looking my direction. “No one has ever beaten me. Though, at the request of a representative of the king, I have made it appear as though a few have gotten close.”

      We stood in silence for several minutes as the holographic projector in the center of the pen replayed some of the more gory and exciting scenes of the match. I realized he skipped over the best part of the whole fight—my insult to the king. The announcer glossed over it by telling the audience that there would be a surprise coming up, reminded them of the next tournament schedule, and invited them to visit the local vendors.

      “Tell me,” Beatrix whispered, “does the word Lakunae mean anything to you?”

      I knew it. The alien gladiator in front of us had seen the space-squids, too.

      Reaver gasped. Clearly, she’d had no idea that Beatrix was like us. She had no reason to, I supposed, since she hadn’t fought against Beatrix and seen her true strength.

      “You too?” Reaver asked the other woman.

      “All of us,” I said. “It appears we’re not alone, and we may not be the last.”

      “And the artifacts?” Beatrix asked, turning first to Reaver, then me.

      “I think I’ve found a few,” I said with a shrug. “They’re as black as the Void. They don’t reflect any light at all. And they’re powerful. I have them stored somewhere safe.”

      Beatrix nodded slowly. “I searched for them when they first sent me here. But I have been here a long time. The Lakunae tormented me, whispered to me, gave me nightmares. I had visions, rage, depression.

      “But they have not spoken to me for several months. I believe they have given up on me. It was before I arrived in the arena. I am alone… or… I was alone.” She lifted her eyes and looked hopefully at both Reaver and myself.

      “What do you say?” Reaver asked as she nudged me with her elbow. “She followed us home, and though she’s a little smelly and not too pretty, I promise to clean up after her. Can I keep her?”

      For the first time, I saw Beatrix smile, though I had to admit, it was equal parts frightening and pleasant.

      “I promise not to make a mess on the floor,” she said to me with a wink that was a little more than playful. “All I ask is that you get me out of here. Get us all out of here.”

      “We can’t—” Reaver started to say.

      “I’ll get us out of here,” I said. “We’ll leave today, and with the king’s head under my arm.”
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      “But nobody has ever escaped the arena,” Beatrix lamented.

      “Yes, they have,” Reaver said. “They leave when they are killed, or when the tournament is over and they’re sent back with their owner. Then, if they aren’t killed on the road, during training, or on the way back, they have another chance to do it all over again. Once a gladiator survives a hundred battles, they are set free, or so we’re told. They are never heard from again.”

      “What is your plan?” Beatrix asked me. “The arena is escape-proof. The forcefield goes all the way up, and the stone is too hard to break through to tunnel out before the guards kill us.”

      “Nobody has ever really escaped?” I asked.

      Both of the women shook their heads.

      “The field is a kinetic-reduction field,” Beatrix explained, still not making eye contact. “I heard the guards talking about it. It absorbs kinetic energy. If something were able to make it through, it would need a field negator, which all the guards and their vehicles carry, or it would need to be very heavy with enough kinetic energy to overpower it. We cannot steal it. So, unless someone has one giant boulder in their pocket and can throw it really hard, I don’t think we’ll escape.”

      I could throw something really hard, but I didn’t have a giant boulder.

      “So, you’re just content to sit here and wait?” I asked Beatrix.

      She shook her head. “If we are the last three, we will be forced to kill each other until only one of us is left.”

      “And if we refuse?” I asked.

      “Then, the decision will be turned to the crowd. They will cheer for who they want to live. The gladiator who receives the loudest cheer, as judged by the king himself, lives. The rest will be killed by the guards.”

      “I’ve been hearing some legend,” Reaver said. “Among the gladiators, they say that if one does return, having left the arena free, it will bring the Dark Ones back with it, and there will be peace.”

      I didn’t believe in prophecies, but there might be some rational explanation. No one could predict the future, not even powerful beings like the Lakunae. However, every story contained some nugget of truth. The Lakunae had promised peace. The most likely gladiator to win one hundred battles would be someone whom they altered and enhanced with their power. If that gladiator found the artifacts and assembled whatever it was the Void Gods wanted with them, maybe there would be peace.

      “There is another legend,” Beatrix said, her voice low and solemn. “It is a hope and a dream. Maybe that is all, but it was told to me by another. It is of a place where there is peace already. A place where gladiators may travel to and commune with the Dark Ones. It is quiet. It is as black as a starless night.”

      “What’s supposed to be there?” Reaver asked.

      “No one knows,” Beatrix answered as she stared through the gate over the arena. “Some say it is a sanctuary. Others say it is a communication device to speak to the Dark Ones. Perhaps we should go there when we win.”

      Black as a starless night, I thought, thinking of Ebon.

      “Maybe we can,” I said. “Where is it supposed to be?”

      Beatrix shrugged. “Somewhere cold, where the trees never die. Storms keep the flying things away. It is not obvious, and some who find it never return. Somewhere to the north.”

      To me, it sounded a lot like the Ish-Nul village—or somewhere nearby. It also sounded like Void-tech. Maybe a weapons cache, or a bunker, but what intrigued me the most was the idea of communing with the Lakunae. If I could ask them direct questions instead of waiting for them to stick thoughts into my head, I might be able to learn what they were after. I might be able to find the rest of my crew.

      We stood in silence for several minutes as the hologram replayed more close-ups from the battle. A few minutes later, lights came on all around the arena and flooded the battleground. The camera drones buzzed the audience with their own lights and showered small streams of brightly colored sparks behind them like fireworks. The audience howled their approval with roars of excited encouragement and shook the entire stadium with the force of their combined voice.

      “Hurry back to your seats, citizens,” the announcer—Siddith—yelled over the stadium speakers. “Our next event is about to begin, and it’s going to be an exciting one!”

      The crowd’s murmuring became a cacophony of whoops, cheers, and yelling.

      “What should we expect?” I asked the women.

      “Something bad,” Beatrix said. “They did pen us together, so whatever is coming up will involve all of us. The king would not allow for a boring match, and since Reaver and I are highly ranked, I am certain our opponents will be… special.”

      “Any chance the king himself will fight?” I asked.

      Reaver and Beatrix both laughed.

      “Not a chance,” Reaver answered.

      “Please take your seats, citizens,” Siddith interrupted. “Tonight’s special event will be The King’s Wrath!” The audience exploded in cheer.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      Beatrix sighed before answering. “It means the opponents have been selected by the king himself. We will all be provided with weapons at the beginning of the match, though it is likely our opponents already have theirs.”

      “Is he sending in the guards?” Reaver asked

      “No,” Beatrix said. “They will be gladiators, but maybe none we have ever seen before. If he does not have enough at his disposal to make it a one-sided fight against us, he might toss in a few guards. But guards are paid. They do not have to fight. They would have to volunteer. I do not think even the king would force a guard to fight a gladiator. He would be risking an uprising from his own troops.

      “Sometimes, the king will choose opponents based on their ability to cause fear. So, no matter what comes through the opposite gate, we must not be intimidated. We must not show fear. We must destroy them so that we may live and escape.”

      A moment later, the wall of our pen opened to the arena, and we were bathed in bright lights and deafening sounds. A metal gate was still preventing us from entering, but I assumed it would open as soon as the match began.

      Two guards pushed a wagon toward our pen, large enough to hold three people. The wagon had ropes lashed to the sides to keep the contents from falling and was covered with a filthy-looking canvas tarp.

      One guard pulled the cart while the other pushed. When the one in the rear looked up to me, I recognized him. He was the guard who’d tried to talk me out of fighting with the others. He’d tried to keep me out of the arena. His eyes glittered with mischief as he looked at me.

      I turned my head away from him so that the other guards wouldn’t be able to tell I had been staring at him. Whatever he was up to was something that could get him in a lot of trouble—possibly killed. Just before the guards stopped moving the cart into place, the mischievous guard used two fingers to lift a corner of the tarp.

      There, mixed among several other weapons, was Ebon.

      I’d left it with Yaltu. She was supposed to stay at her home. She knew some of the guards—obviously including the one who’d placed my sword in the cart. She knew other citizens, and many seemed to think of her as the rightful ruler. They treated her like royalty. Like the guard who snuck us into the city, they did things for her.

      Someone must have reported back what I’d done. She and the guard smuggled Ebon into the arena at great risk to their own lives. It gave me yet another advantage over our opponents. I was ready for the fight, no matter who I was fighting.

      “The gladiators,” Siddith howled outside, “don’t know what they’ll find in their cart. It might be great weapons, forged by the finest engineers on the planet. It might be a collection of pots and pans, in which case, Reaver should have a distinct advantage!”

      The crowd joined Siddith in his merriment at Reaver’s expense. She didn’t show any sign that she was bothered at all by the jab.

      I wanted to reassure her, to tell her about what the guard had brought, but camera drones were nearby, and I wasn’t sure how sensitive their microphones were. If I told her what I’d seen, it might give away the guard’s secret.

      “Tonight, for The King’s Wrath,” he announced, “the gladiators will be fighting four of the most vicious, dangerous, and ugly creatures on the planet. Their opponents have come from the four corners of the land, conquered and tamed. Today, they will be ridden by four of our own Sentinels, elite guards who have sworn their lives to the king.”

      The crowd roared before Siddith continued. “They have been instructed to… not exactly go easy on the gladiators. Let’s hope they make it last longer than 20 seconds. No promises.”

      The crowd erupted into laughter. The sound of it sickened me. They’d get their show. But it wouldn’t be the one they thought they’d see.

      Beatrix was acting like a caged animal, pacing back and forth in front of the gate. “What are they waiting for?” she murmured. “Just open the gate. Get this over with.”

      I knew if she saw Ebon before I got to it, she’d take it. I doubted I’d ever get it back. I had to be the first one out, so I planted my foot against the back of the pen and got into a crouch with both hands on the floor like a runner waiting for the starting gun.

      Reaver looked curiously at me, then at Beatrix, and back to me. She shook her head, obviously confused by our behavior and waited.

      I’d trained Reaver, so I knew exactly what she was capable of. I’d fought against Beatrix, so I also knew how fast and deadly she was. Our enemy, on the hand, didn’t know what was coming. The king had made a critical mistake having all of us grouped together.

      “...our mystery warriors will take on the beautiful Beatrix the Bloody… and two somewhat capable humans,” Siddith was saying. “Will she be victorious, or will the meat-shield humans get in her way? Let’s find out in five…”

      I slowed my breathing to control the pulse of adrenaline.

      “...four…”

      I checked the position of my feet to make sure I wouldn’t slip and fall flat on my face when the gate opened.

      “...three…”

      I wiped my hands on my pants, making sure they were dry when I reached for Ebon.

      “...two…”

      Beatrix was right at the gate. She’d have a distinct advantage of starting closer to the weapons, but I’d get there first.

      “...one…”

      I didn’t wait for the gate to open or the pen to tip. I exploded toward the gate and almost had to roll to make sure I made it under the heavy bars as they were lifting. I left Beatrix in the dust, reached the cart outside our holding cell, and pulled Ebon free of the other junk surrounding it. Less than a second later, I unsheathed the sword and took a position at the center of the battlefield.

      Four creatures thundered out of the gates opposing us. They were enormous reptilians with heads like dragons, but one was gold, two were black, and the other looked very much like Amin, the silver dragon who had taken us here.

      These were same creatures that I’d promised to help rescue from the city. Yaltu’s creatures.

      All four roared in unison. Instead of sounding majestic or even intimidating, their roar sounded pained, tired, and artificial.

      I fixed on the closest contender—one of the black dragons—and studied her for weaknesses.

      The creature was a mess. She had a metal helmet, of sorts, covering the place where her left eye used to be. In place of the eye was a mechanical or medical scanning device, which probably enhanced her vision somehow. She was surrounded in old scars and fresh blood. Whatever had happened to the poor creature looked like it had occurred over time with several surgeries. She was no longer in control of her own faculties. She was a slave, kept so by an electronic leash threading across her body like a spider might prepare its prey.

      The two black dragons had six legs and looked as if they used to have wings, but that had been several surgeries ago. In their place were heavy-looking metal plates, round like shields. They would provide good protection against attacks to their flanks—or would have had I not been armed with Ebon.

      A burly guard in heavy armor sat astride one of the black dragons, carrying a short metal rod. A moment later, when a thin chain extended from the stick and crackled to life with electricity. A second later, the whip was white-hot.

      The gold creature could barely be called a dragon. She walked on huge hind legs, and though she had wings, they were too small to be effective at flying. Her head was huge compared to the rest of her body, and her silver teeth jutted out at odd angles. Of all the creatures, the gold dragon was the most modified. The places where natural joints should have been had sharp spikes extending from them. Based on the light-colored scars, I guessed the spikes had been implanted somewhere else and had merely erupted from the creature’s body.

      The silver dragon squirmed in pain, equal part machine and organic. Her scales were huge compared to those of Amin, and some of them stuck almost straight out. The creature’s rider was a vrak who kept his legs hidden under the scales and carried a shield made of tightly knotted pipes. He also carried what looked like a stun-baton.

      These were what remained of Yaltu’s friends. They’d been imprisoned, modified by some torturous junkyard technology, and turned into raw killing machines.

      “Jacob!” a voice yelled from the stands.

      I chanced a glance toward the voice’s owner and saw Yaltu herself beside Skrew. A pack of hooded and armed people stood around them and created a wall of protection between Yaltu and the blood-starved crowd.

      Yaltu had left behind all caution to come here and save her friends.

      I realized then that she didn’t want me to kill the beasts. She wanted me to free them.

      “Reaver!” I called, “Sierra!” She didn’t look at me but nodded in comprehension. It was a signal to subdue our opponents rather than kill them, if at all possible.

      Beatrix gave me a confused look before rolling to one side to avoid an orb the size of a tennis ball, spat by one of the black dragons. The orb hit the dirt and began to smoke, the saliva itself turning black as it bubbled.

      Silver looked confused as she turned her scarred head and the scanners attached. The dragon’s rider bellowed orders, but the beast didn’t move.

      The forcefield was at my back, radiating energy that made the hairs on my arms stand on end. The pressure against my back was soft, like a firm mattress covered in fur. But the part that stuck out in my mind was the sense of power. I had an idea, and Silver and her rider were going to help me test it.

      The vrak riding the dragon raised his shield, pressed his stun-baton to the creature’s hide, and a shock of electricity ran through Silver as she screamed.

      All cheering stopped as Silver’s scream echoed around the arena. If her rider noticed, he didn’t show it. Instead, he turned the now-obedient creature toward me and charged.

      Silver leapt, front paws reaching for me as blood-laced saliva hung from her mouth like thick cords of yarn. I waited until the last moment before leaping straight up into the air. My back slid against the forcefield, and it kept me from moving any further back. When Silver crashed into the field, the barrier sparked and bowed outward a full yard. Based on the speed and complete lack of self-perseverance of the maneuver, I suspected that Silver had being trying to kill herself. The dragon collapsed to the dirt but recovered quickly.

      I held Ebon ready but didn’t strike, even though her neck was exposed and her rider was stunned.

      “Hate!”

      The word was spoken in a feminine voice and struck my mind like a salt-dipped whip. It had come from Silver. She was still in command of her thoughts, or at least some of them. The word seemed to explode from her mind like a grenade directed at the entire universe, rather than at me or anyone else in particular.

      “Kill!”

      I felt the thought wash over me like a sea of hot stones. I raised Ebon and caught a whiff of something familiar. It clawed its way into my nose, planted itself in my brain, and calmed me. The scent was both dangerous and familiar.

      From the corner of my eye, I saw Yaltu standing in front of her seat. She had her concealing robe sleeves pulled all the way up to her shoulders. Her hood was off, and she looked like she was sweating. Pheromones, I realized. She was attempting to sway me, to calm me with her pheromones so I wouldn’t kill her dragon. Well, I had no intention of killing Silver. But I did want to kill the vrak who rode her.

      I kicked off from the forcefield and landed a few feet from Silver and her rider, who’d recovered and was trying to get the dragon back into the fight.

      The sound of clashing steel drew my attention to Reaver and Beatrix. My fellow Marine had acquired a shield from the cart and was using it to protect one of the black dragons, whose rider had been beheaded but stubbornly remained in the saddle. The crowd was muted as they watched the fights unfold.

      The dragon Reaver was protecting lashed out at her, but she blocked the savage bite with her own shield. Beatrix stood with a warhammer raised in both hands, but took a few steps away, obviously confused. It wasn’t until she lowered it a bit that I could see the head of the hammer was glowing red. An energy weapon of some kind, perhaps?

      While Beatrix blocked the dragon’s swings with her warhammer, Reaver snatched a pair of sabres from the wagon. The other black dragon had joined to harass Beatrix, her rider still very much alive.  

      “Hup, hup!” she barked as she approached the fight.

      Apparently, gladiators had their own language. After delivering a vicious smash to the leg of the surviving rider, Beatrix took a knee.

      Reaver used the woman’s shoulders to launch herself into the air, finishing off the guard with the shattered leg. On the way down, she threw one of her blades, and it buried itself deep into the shield of the guard riding Silver. The attack hadn’t killed him, but he reeled back in his saddle and howled at the impact.

      Silver broke off from the fight and backed up at the command of her injured rider as he attempted to extract the blade from his arm. I approached at a trot. Once I was sure I was close enough, I sprinted the final 10 yards and hit the rider with a hard tackle. We crashed to the ground and slid for several seconds with me on top of him. When I raised my fist, prepared to pound the guard into a quivering pile of flesh, I realized he wasn’t moving.

      When I stood, I saw that the guard had done an excellent job of strapping himself to his mount. So good, in fact, that the part which had been strapped-in, his lower part, was still in the saddle. A long string of bloody intestines still connected both halves, but he was clearly dead.

      “What now?” Reaver called out.

      “Corral the dragons!” I said. “Bring them in here. No killing!”

      They went to follow my orders without hesitation. We executed a series of feints against both black dragons, who didn’t seem as aggressive when they weren’t being ridden. Whenever one of the dragons snapped or got too close, we would punish them with a slap to the face from our weapons. It wouldn’t truly hurt them, but it would sting a little.

      A thundering noise brought my attention to the last threat. The gold dragon, who’d kept out of the fight so far, was charging. Her rider whipped her with a glowing chain and drove the poor creature forward. I could see smoke rising from her haunches and the wicked grin of her rider, who apparently thought I’d stand in one place and accept my fate.

      I had other plans.

      I waited until the last second, until I could see Gold’s eyes focused on me, feigned to my right, then took a big step to the left. As the dragon passed, unable to stop or turn quickly enough to attack me, I grabbed her rider by a foot and yanked him from the dragon’s back. He landed with a resounding thud.

      He snarled a curse at me. “You will die, human. The king will—”

      “Bullshit,” I said, just before I stomped his head flat.

      Gold was standing completely still, almost at the far end of the arena. I joined Reaver and Beatrix in driving the black dragons back toward Silver, who looked to be as tame as a puppy. From within the nearby stands, Yaltu stood with her arms out, working her pheromones.

      Both black dragons, riderless and afraid, backed away from us. They must have had a limited supply of acid, because their spitting completely stopped.

      “Destroy and kill,” said the one on the left, her voice entering my mind.

      “Eat, destroy, kill,” the dragon on the right added.

      Though I sensed fear and hatred from them, they weren’t attacking me, so I figured they were being affected by Yaltu’s pheromones. I slowed my pace, not wanting to completely corner the creatures before Yaltu could finish whatever she was doing. Their thoughts assaulted my mind, promises of vengeance and carnage.

      Then, their chaotic thoughts cleared a bit, then a little more. They were overcoming whatever their owners had done to them in their experiments. The posture of the tortured creatures shifted as they stood straighter, taller, and more proudly than before.

      The crowd continued its uncertain murmur.

      Gold recovered, dragging her broken rider by a leg caught in her saddle. Beatrix spun with her glowing technological hammer in her right hand.

      “Hold them here,” I ordered. “I’ll take Gold. Keep them near the woman in the stands.” I motioned toward the stands in a gesture that would be invisible to anyone except Beatrix and Reaver. “You see her? Yeah, that’s the one. Bring the dragons to her.”

      Without hesitation, Beatrix spun back toward the black dragons and shook her hammer at one when the creature’s jaws snapped in her direction. I charged Gold and heard a few of the spectators cheer. They wanted blood, but so far, it hadn’t gone the way they’d expected. The few holdouts who were worried about getting their money’s worth cheered me on, probably hoping I’d split the enslaved dragon right down the middle.

      As I neared her, Gold lowered her massive head to my level and opened her gaping mouth, metallic teeth glinting under the arena lights. I’d seen a dragon breathe fire before, but I didn’t see any plasma burning down her throat.

      Gold’s diamond-shaped pupils bored holes into me. She had been too far away to benefit from Yaltu’s pheromones, even though I could smell them from here.

      I had to break her free from the tech that was controlling her. I rotated Ebon in my grip, pressing the back of the blade against my forearm with the pommel facing the dragon. I wasn’t sure which piece of tech to target.

      I kicked off the ground with one foot, cartwheeled in the air, planted a hand against a big tooth, and struck a piece of tech that had been implanted near her nose.

      The device caved in, sparked, and its outer shell fell away, revealing complicated-looking circuitry. A moment later, the creature flung her tail and caught me in the ribs. The blow sent me spinning through the air. I hit the ground and rolled with the impact.

      Rather than finish me off, Gold sprinted past me and crashed into the forcefield, causing it to bow outward. When Gold bounced off the field, the pressure of the elastic forcefield crushed the first row of stands in a ripple of yellow energy. Entrails and limbs showered the air until all that remained of the haughty spectators were broken seats, fancy clothing, and a modern art impressionist painting made of their blood and internal organs.

      When I’d struck the piece of tech near Gold’s nose, I figured I’d made her insane.

      “Flee!”

      The telepathy ground into my mind like a riot of fear and pain. No, I hadn’t made her insane, I’d made her afraid. She wanted out of the arena, even if it meant crashing into an impenetrable forcefield.

      Gold staggered, falling in and out of the mind-control tech’s influence. She charged into the forcefield again, and a boom echoed from the spot as she was launched backward. The forcefield started to dissipate, until there was a gap of about twenty yards long.

      “We need to go!” Reaver yelled as she looked up at the sky. It wouldn’t take long for the king’s skiffs to show up again and prevent us from escaping.

      Gold stomped the ground in rage, then hesitated. She turned on me, bloodlust evident in her eyes, then cowered a moment later.

      “Go, join the others!” I ordered.

      Gold roared, a sound like the inside of an escape pod as it tore a burning hole through the atmosphere. If she charged, I was afraid I’d have to kill her to make her quit.  Instead, she stopped, breaking the influence of the controlling restraints again.

      Warm thoughts flooded the arena grounds. The other dragons were calling to her. Yaltu still held her arms-out position, but her guards leveled their weapons and kept the audience at bay. They were armed with rifles and looked just as frightened as the dragons.

      I followed Gold to the others as I kept Ebon ready, just in case she snapped and attacked anyone. But she made it all the way, lured and calmed by Yaltu’s chemical embrace. Then, Yaltu turned to one of the black dragons and whispered something. The dragon turned to her companions and began chewing on them—no—chewing on their tech. The black dragon made careful bites, and when each winced or tried to back away, she held on with her front claws, fearlessly holding them in place.

      One by one, their true voices returned, except for Gold. Though their voices were all unique, Gold’s still maintained an artificial edge.

      “Break the metal and the bonds,” a black dragon whispered.

      “Kill… help… break…” Gold’s unspoken voice strained against an invisible force from within.

      I wondered if her implants had been too deep or too extensive, but at least she wasn’t trying to kill me.

      “Destroy the king,” one of the black dragons said.

      “Kill and destroy them all,” the other added.

      “Protect Yaltu,” the third said. “She has saved us. She must escape.”

      They turned to Gold and waited for her thought to speak to them, but the only emotion Gold sent was sorrow. Her thoughts were full of pain.

      “Gold,” I said, not knowing the creature’s real name. “Will you help us escape? I need to ride you to make it happen. Will you allow it?”

      Though the dragon didn’t answer, she did flood me with the warmth of trust and thankfulness. Following that, she sent horrific images and pictures of what she wanted to do to the guards and spectators.

      I chanced it and climbed onto the creature’s back. The golden dragon bucked a little but soon calmed as I stroked her back.

      I turned to Beatrix and Reaver. “Climb on their backs of the others and follow me. Gold doesn’t want to escape. She wants to destroy as many guards as she can. She also wants to level the city if she can manage it. She’ll cover our escape, but you must stay close. The forcefield won’t be down for long.”

      Both women nodded and carefully approached the black dragons. They allowed themselves to be mounted, though the one Beatrix was on seemed to feel a lot of pain as she did so. The dragon’s saddle had been permanently mounted to her body, and without the mind-numbing effects of the tech, she began to feel everything.

      “Charge!” I yelled when they were ready.

      Gold led the pack of dragons, and we passed cleanly through the hole in the forcefield before we crashed into the grandstands. I threw myself from Gold’s back as the creature plowed into the seating and sent the audience flying. Gold crushed a vrak guard with her massive maw, sent another flying with a savage swing of her tail, and barrelled through the crowd.

      I spun and saw Reaver and Beatrix astride their dragons as they charged through the shattered shield. The dragons surged over the stands and turned the wood into sawdust under their massive claws.

      “Heads up!” Reaver shouted as her dragon bounded toward me.

      A second later, I caught Reaver’s offered arm and swung myself onto her mount’s back. I remembered Yaltu’s advice and clamped my knees against the black dragon’s flank behind Reaver.

      Silver hesitated for a moment, looking between the black dragons and Gold as if she couldn’t decide what to do.

      Skrew came out of the crowd like a hyperactive arrow and scrambled onto the dragon behind me. He clung onto my back, gripping me tightly with all four of his arms. The little guy probably looked like a horrified backpack.

      “Jacob fight! Jacob win! Jacob flee!”

      “Soon,” I said. “Where’s Yaltu?”

      “There!”

      A fight broke out among the crowd, and I saw a group of armed people shoving others away. I saw a woman needling her way through the masses and realized she was Yaltu. The scaled woman broke away from the terrified crowd and climbed onto the black dragon behind Beatrix. The screaming spectators crashed into one another, climbed over each other, and did whatever else they could to escape.

      “Take back what was stolen from you!” Yaltu called to Silver, who gave her a quick bow and took off after Gold. They were targeting those who had brought them the most suffering, the gladiatorial guards. The audience fell over each other in an effort to avoid the brutal charge of the freed dragons.

      “They are free,” Yaltu said. “For better or not, they are free.”

      “Then let’s get the fuck out of this city!” Reaver yelled.

      Now, we just had to fight our way out of Brazud.

      Simple enough.
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      Beatrix took the lead on her dragon since she knew the city better than any of us. After emerging from a covered breezeway between two buildings and clearing the arena complex, Beatrix’s dragon made a hard right turn and almost threw Yaltu from the first dragon. Beatrix caught hold of the dragon-tamer’s arm with her tentacles and pulled her back into place.

      “Destroy!”

      The word pinballed between the dragons. It was primal. Any intelligence they once possessed had been destroyed by their implants. The only thing keeping them from attacking us was Yaltu.

      I scanned the complex for hostiles and heard a high-pitched whirr behind us. I couldn’t see them, but I figured the king’s skiffs had just showed up to the party.

      Around a second corner, our dragon overshot her turn and tried to compensate, but with so much weight on her back, she wasn’t going to make it. Luckily, there was a metal light pole nearby. I grasped the dragon tightly with my legs and hooked the pole with my right arm as we passed.

      The dragon’s feet left the ground and waggled helplessly in the air as we made the hard right turn. I let go, and after sliding for a foot and a half, the dragon quickly recovered, and we were back on course. The feat hadn’t been too difficult, but I felt like I had a rug-burn on my arm from the friction against the pole.

      Without wings to fly, the black dragons bounded over smaller objects and darted around larger ones. I held on to Reaver with one hand and the back of her saddle with the other. I shifted my grip again and again while Skrew jabbered nonsense in my ear.

      We reached a wider street, and the swarms of people dove for cover. Washing lines, archways, and stretches of electric wiring threatened to tear us from our mounts as we barrelled down the streets.

      Beatrix’s dragon slowed so that we could come astride her.

      “Where are we going?” Reaver asked the other woman. “Do you have a plan?”

      Beatrix looked to me before shrugging. “We will head toward the wall. Hopefully, these things can climb as well as they can run. If—”

      The noise of vehicles thundering overhead cut her off, and I looked to see two guards riding hoverbikes racing toward us from behind.

      I tossed Ebon from hand to hand and cut through guylines and signposts to keep our pursuers from catching up. The bikes seemed to be courier vehicles—fast but unarmed. The guards, however, had pistols and were giving us hell.

      The first went down when I cut a washing line above my head. The other got tangled up, spun around a dozen times like a jump-rope, and drilled himself into the ground in an orange explosion.

      Yaltu almost collapsed out of the saddle again, and I realized that we were working on borrowed time. Our mounts were following Yaltu’s directions, but if she passed out, and her pheromones stopped working? Then, the dragons would see us as the vrak riders.

      More whines announced the arrival of another squad of hoverbikes.  

      “We need to find a vehicle!” I called to Beatrix. “We can’t ride these dragons forever!”

      “I know where one is,” she yelled above the din of the pursuing enemies. “The city guard’s barracks! Come on, dragon, move!”

      Up ahead, some vendors had strung ropes between their stone stalls to create a kind of covered path. Lights hung from the ropes and suggested that there was a feed of electricity running through them. There were dozens of cords, all begging to be cut.

      Skrew started to slip off the back of the dragon, obviously distracted by something, and started to pull me down with him. I turned, unsure if I wanted to save him or strangle him myself, but it gave me the opportunity to take another look at the guards who were chasing us. They held halberds, pointed directly at us.

      “Skrew is going to dieeeeee!” he screeched almost directly into my ear.

      I pulled him back onto the back of the dragon, and the beast staggered in the opposite direction. I was forced to stick my foot out to keep the dragon from crashing into a ramshackle apartment building we were passing. I had expected the shock of the impact to hurt, but it felt no different than falling from three yards and onto my feet.

      The hoverbikes continued pursuing us, and they didn’t see the path of the ropes and wires crisscrossing between buildings. The flailing supports snapped into the guards and ripped them out of their vehicles.

      I caught sight of Yaltu almost 30 feet ahead of me. She’d partially fallen from the dragon yet again, and Beatrix was holding on to her by one arm. Yaltu’s other arm was tucked close to keep it from scraping against the ground as they rode. Beatrix, the woman who’d been trying to kill me not too long ago, was holding on to someone I cared deeply for. She literally had Yaltu’s life in her hand.

      Beatrix looked back at Yaltu, tugged a little, but had to return her attention in front of them so that she could guide her dragon. When she looked back a second time, our eyes met.

      She nodded to me, as if to say, “I’ve got her.”

      A second later, Beatrix shifted her body weight hard to the side. With one final tug, she pulled Yaltu back into place.

      Yaltu sagged against Beatrix, obviously spent, and I wondered if she was still making pheromones. If so, she had to be close to fainting.

      We needed to find a vehicle and send the dragons away before she was out of action and the pheromones wore off. We sure as hell couldn’t get out of Brazud on foot.

      Wind whistled in one of my ears as Skrew wailed in the other. Yaltu slipped again, but Beatrix had been ready and prevented her from falling more than a few inches.

      We surged through a marketplace. Tents, stalls, and the occasional cart gave way as our tiring dragons forged onward. I ducked under an archway as I heard Beatrix urge Yaltu to stay awake.

      The tight streets of Brazud led into a central section of the city. A wide steel wall barred our progress, but it was no match for two furious dragons with surgical augmentation. I clamped down on the dragon’s hide as Reaver urged our mount straight over the top of it. The tight streets vanished as we crashed into an abandoned square.

      “We’re here,” Beatrix panted.

      “Right into the frying pan,” Reaver muttered.

      “We go in, we get a ride, we get the hell out,” I said. “Any questions?”

      “Skrew has question—”

      “Glad to hear it,” I interrupted. “Let’s move.”

      We dismounted the dragons. There weren’t any guards visible in the square, but it was likely most of them were dead, fighting the other two dragons, or scouring the city for us. There were no shop stalls or vendors here, nor was there anyone else around. I could hear sirens blaring and see smoke drifting from the path of chaos we’d left behind us, but this area was eerily quiet.

      Yaltu turned and touched a black dragon’s chin gently to lift her head. The scaled woman looked dead on her feet. The dragon could have bitten her in half, but the creature was genteel, even though her small pupils were dilated like a cat ready to pounce.

      “I’m so sorry for what has happened to you,” Yaltu whispered as tears formed in her eyes. “But now, you are free.” She paused for a moment. I thought the dragon must have been speaking to her privately. In response, she nodded and took a few steps away.

      “Free,” the black dragons chanted. “Because of you, free.”

      “Not if you stay here, you’re not,” I said. “Thank you for your help, but you better get out of here.”

      “Luck, great one,” they said.

      The dragons glanced at each other before peppering us with dust and gravel as they charged back over the walls and deeper into the city to wreak their own havoc on their torturers.

      Yaltu stumbled, and I jumped to catch her in my arms. She stared up at me with half-closed eyes.

      “We need to keep going,” I said. “Can you walk?”

      She swallowed before getting on her feet. “Now that I am not using my pheromones, I will become stronger.” The color in her face returned, and she swallowed. “I can walk.”

      “The city guard barracks are not far from here,” Beatrix said as she gestured for us to follow. “Come.”

      We followed her through a number of small alleys while aliens stared down at us from the windowed buildings flanking. After a few right turns and a single left turn, we arrived outside a squat stone building constructed similarly to the arena.  

      I’d figured it would be, well, guarded, but we didn’t encounter any trouble outside the structure. The front double door was wooden with thick metal bands reinforcing it both vertically and horizontally.

      The reinforcement didn’t help at all; I broke the locking pawl between the doors with a swift kick. The two vrak guards inside were frozen with surprise. I doubted they ever expected anyone to kick their front doors in. As they reached for their weapons, I also kicked their front teeth in.

      The room was small, no more than a small foyer—a first-line of defense in case the barracks was ever attacked. But the defense of any building was only as effective as those who were defending it. The vrak weren’t big on discipline. Skrew was a testament to that.

      The walls and floors were completely unadorned. There were no paintings, plaques, or anything else that might fall during a battle. At least that part had been done right. Every yard or so, a bluish-hued light about the size of my fist was mounted to the wall. Its piercing pinpoint of illumination reminded me of a welding arc. It was probably efficient, though. All militaries gave lip service to efficiency at the very least.

      “Close the doors and bar them!” I ordered. I’d only broken the pawls on the door, so we’d still be able to prevent anything else from entering if we stacked enough stuff behind them.

      Reaver rushed to the entrance and began stacking furniture in front to slow down anyone who might try to get in. I didn’t think we’d see anyone too soon because the barracks was completely quiet and devoid of any soldiers. I figured the two I’d just killed had drawn the short straws, and all the other guards were dealing with a little dragon problem. Still, there were probably stragglers around. The guards might not have been disciplined, but any punk with a gun and a lucky shot still spelled problem.

      “Where are the vehicles?” I asked, quickly scanning the room. There were dozens of doors leading into more rooms.

      “They come from underneath the streets,” Beatrix said quickly. “Then, they keep them underground. Everyone, look for the entrance.”

      “Watch your sixes,” I said.

      Skrew lifted all four of his arms. “Skrew only has four.”

      I shook my head.  “There may be more guards we haven’t seen yet.”

      I held Ebon low and peeked through the doorway on the opposite side of me. I heard Reaver move in behind me and stack up like a typical room breach.

      Across the hallway, inset in the wall, was another double-door.

      This one was clearly marked “ARMORY.” I was surprised I could read the text, but then it seemed the Lakunae had not only gifted me with the ability to speak different alien languages, but also read them.

      “Maybe there’s something in there a little less primitive than a sword or halberd,” I whispered to Reaver.

      “I would kill for a rifle,” she muttered.

      The hallway extended an equal distance in both directions. To my left, there were two doors along the same wall and one at the end. To my right, there were the same doors, but there was also an extra one on the opposite wall from me, not too far from the armory. Asymmetrical architecture usually hid something important. Though it appeared that most of the people on the planet were alien, I was certain we had enough in common that we both enjoyed symmetry.

      I was almost certain the extra doorway would be my way underground.

      But, first, we needed some firepower.

      “Reaver,” I said. “Cover me.”

      “Got it.”

      I kicked the center of the double doors to the armory. Sparks cascaded off the steel as the flimsy locks disintegrated.  

      In the center of the stone-walled room was a stout wooden table. On top were a few close combat weapons, but scattered on the floor around the table—mostly against the back wall—were discarded pieces of junk that may at one time have been working components of firearms.

      “These lazy bastards never threw anything away!” Reaver said as she picked through heavy-duty wall cabinets. “There isn’t much here to take, and, of course, all the halberds are gone.” She gestured with one hand at a collection of welded metal pipes. If I turned my head to one side and squinted, they kind of resembled a serviceable weapons rack.

      “There isn’t much here to choose from,” she continued, “but there’s enough for each of us. Everyone pick something.”

      I knelt beneath the table and found a locked cabinet. I gripped the lock and pried it off with a decisive tug. My lips widened when I saw what was inside.

      Pistols.

      My eyes were drawn to an over-under double-barrelled pistol. Of all of them, it appeared to be the one most purpose-built. Its wooden housing, robust design, and finely machined parts told me that it wasn’t constructed the same way the others were and may have been captured when someone crashed onto the planet. But it was too small in my grip.

      “Here,” I told Reaver, “take this one. It’s nice, but my hands are too big for it.”

      She took it from me, tested the grip, and nodded. “Feels good. I hope it shoots.”

      So did I.

      I selected a pistol of simple construction that was a good deal less impressive than Reaver’s. It was a scrapyard copy of some energy weapon, painted black with a few accents that glowed blue. I wasn’t sure if the gun still had some juice left in it, but I hoped so. I noticed a small icon on each side near the trigger guard. It resembled a bird, maybe an eagle, but it didn’t mean anything to me. Again, it was probably just something captured from an unfortunate crash victim.

      Skrew squealed with joy when he saw something on the floor. He lunged for it as if he thought someone else might grab it first. When he picked the object up, I almost rolled my eyes.

      To me, it looked like a three-legged octopus some bored welder had made out of big ball-bearings and antennae. It was gold, tarnished silver, and what appeared to be roughly cast steel.

      “Skrew,” I said, drawing his attention. “Find a weapon.”

      “This better,” he whispered. He fingered the device and turned it over a few times in his hands.

      “Will it kill?” I asked.

      “It will kill,” he said.

      Something about the way he said it made a shiver run up my spine. It was like he’d been waiting to kill someone with… whatever it was… his whole life. It was like a dream come true for him.

      Everyone had a weapon. Except Yaltu. I’d seen her use a knife before, but I figured a firearm would be better against the king’s soldiers.

      I went through the pistols and couldn’t trust any of them enough for Yaltu to use. I pushed aside the cabinet and found a rifle lying behind it. From a natural-looking pistol grip, it swelled outward before ending abruptly. It looked heavier than it actually was, and I thought Yaltu might be able to carry it. Three short pipes ended in an X-shaped piece of dark metal. As I gripped the weapon, I noticed a button near my thumb and flicked it upward. The rifle extended and began to hum, its three long pipes glowing purple with some unknown power.

      “Take this one,” I said after I walked over to Yaltu. “I don’t want you to be defenseless. I’m not entirely sure how it works, but I bet this end gets pointed at the bad guy. Be careful not to shoot any of us.”

      Yaltu studied it for a second, then reached for it apprehensively. I didn’t think she had zero experience with weapons, but she was no operator. The rifle seemed like a simple enough energy weapon without too much recoil, if any.

      She inspected the device while the others made their way back to the hallway. “A Mark-1 Coupling Phase Rifle,” Yaltu whispered. “These are best for long-distances. I have never fired one, but I know what it is.”

      I stared at her in shock. “Well… uh… good,” I managed to say. “We need to keep moving. It’s only a matter of time before a guard comes back, finds the doors barred, and raises the alarm.”

      I’d just spoken the words when the telltale whine of approaching vehicles rattled the barracks. If I was feeling optimistic, I’d have said they were just here to kick back and relax.

      But we couldn't take any chances.

      “Sounds like hoverbikes,” I whispered. “We’re out of time. Let’s go!”

      I took the lead, new pistol in one hand and Ebon in the other. I took point with Beatrix behind me as we approached the door I’d noted as out-of-place earlier. I kicked it open while Reaver provided me with cover. Inside, was a stairwell. I led my team down the crude stairs. An unfortunate vrak guard happened to be walking up at the same time. He hadn’t seen or heard us, so I raised my pistol while I continued to take the stairs two at a time and as quietly as possible. I waited until he looked up and gasped before squeezing the trigger.

      The pistol worked as well as I hoped it would. There was no recoil, and its aim was true. A streak of blue light erupted from the muzzle and hit the vrak right between the eyes. He only had time to blink before his head popped like a balloon, sending brains and other bits of flesh several yards in all directions.

      Skrew laughed. “Jacob shoot! Brains explode!”

      I silenced him with a glare and resumed descending the stairs. I kept my smooth pace and covered the blindspots. We reached the end of the staircase when a hailfire of rounds sparked off the surrounding walls. Two guards were stupid enough to stand and shoot without seeking cover.

      I shot one, and Reaver got the other, while Beatrix pulled Yaltu and Skrew to the relative safety of a stack of storage boxes near a door.

      More hostiles made themselves known further down the hallway from where the two guards had appeared. They peeked out from behind wooden crates, only long enough to spot or shoot at a target, not both.

      I shot the nearest offenders and dived for cover behind a pile of crates. Reaver came alongside me, and I took a rapid sweep to check my corners and get an idea of where we were fighting.

      The room looked like a garage at least 50 yard long and almost as wide. The ceiling was dark compared to the rest of the room, but it had to be at least 30 feet high. Hoverbikes were piled against the walls in haphazard rows between mountains of storage crates.

      Our way out was the gaping hole in the roof that allowed a vehicle an entry and exit into the garage.

      But the big centerpiece was the armored, octagonal structure about a third of the distance from the end of the room. I could see the heads of two vrak through a slit cut into the thick concrete, their eyes illuminated by multi-colored lights. It reminded me of data panels, but I hadn’t seen that kind of technology on the planet before.

      A beam of blue light traced its way from across a stack of small cargo containers. A moment later, the containers began to brighten, then dissolved into floating bits of glowing ash. The three guards who’d taken cover behind the boxes started darting for cover before another blue beam pulverized the boxes.

      I snapped my head to the right. Yaltu smiled and ducked back behind the container that served as her and Beatrix’s cover. Skrew only stared in wonder at the woman and her rifle, while Beatrix was busy watching the enemy and shooting at the ones who poked their heads out a little too far.

      There was silence for a few seconds before the light coming through the hole in the ceiling darkened. The sound I’d heard earlier wasn’t more hoverbikes, but an oval-shaped vehicle. It dropped into the garage and stopped only a few feet from the ground. Hatches popped open from its sides and guards jumped to the ground.

      Beatrix was the first to fire, but her weapon was ineffective against the armored hull of what I recognized as a troop transport.

      Reaver took a few shots at it and shattered a thruster.

      A squad of vrak piled out of the transport before Yaltu hauled herself out of cover and took aim with her energy weapon. A blue beam lanced into the vehicle, cutting it in two. Both halves fell hard to the ground, filling the room with acrid smoke. Two of the guards, the last to exit, were squashed under the wreckage as Yaltu dived for cover to avoid a new hail of gunfire.

      The air was thick with the smell of smoke, blood, and cordite.

      “Find them!” a guard said. “They have infiltrated the barracks!”

      The room was too narrow to bother trying to flank us, but he could draw us out of position and catch anyone his troops found in a crossfire. I couldn't let that happen.

      Reaver was too focused on the center of the room, where most of the unaimed enemy fire was coming from. Beatrix was engaged with troops to her right.

      It was time I showed these vrak why Martian Storm Marines were the best in the business.
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      I broke away from cover and took out a vrak as he aimed past a crate. Energy weapons sizzled as they blitzed past me and bathed the air with the smell of burning plasma. I kept the pressure on and forced them to switch their aim to me as I pressed toward the central control hub of the garage. I ducked behind a metal shelf, and it shuddered as it absorbed heavy fire from the enemy. I twisted out of cover, blew another vrak’s head into a smear of brains, and poured on the speed as I dodged between crates.

      A vrak’s eyes widened when I surprised him from the left and took his head off with a rapid swipe of Ebon. Another enemy screamed as I vaulted over his cover, stomped him into the concrete, and pierced his skull with my blade.

      Yaltu was holding back behind me. She had the most destructive weapon of our entire squad, but her weapon didn’t leave a lot of options for medics to fix afterward. She was probably afraid of hitting me.

      From what I’d seen, our enemy had a combination of energy weapons and laser rifles. The former was far more destructive, but laserfire drilled clean through crates like paper and fizzled out against the stone walls of the complex.

      I ducked a second before I would have lost my head to a plasma bolt. Luckily, there was enough smoke coming from the wreckage of the transport vehicle, so my enemies couldn’t get a clear shot at me.

      I dove, rolled, and came up between two vrak and promptly relieved each of them of their heads. As their bodies fell, I rolled to my left as I fired at the nearest enemy. I bored two smoking holes in the chest of a sneaky mechanic trying to brain me with his hefty firearm.

      Reaver was in her element, and her smile was so big, she looked like it was her birthday, and someone had just bought her a pony. She rolled out from behind one box, dropped two opponents with precision shots to their throats, and rolled behind another. Skrew and Yaltu were busy collecting energy magazines from her victims. They tossed her a fresh one every time her weapon went dry.

      Beatrix had obviously decided to take the more direct approach. I didn’t see a lot of her, but when I caught a glimpse, she was leaping over, under, or through something. It was almost like a dance, except her partners always died.

      She crouched behind a storage container with the glowing warhammer in her hands and waited, like the patient cat who’d spotted the mouse. A second later, two vrak guards crept up to the edge. When she sensed they were close enough, she spun out from behind her cover. The first guard’s head evaporated in a cloud of pink mist. The second dropped his gun in surprise a moment before a glowing hammer sent his brains through his guts and into his pants.

      A second later, she caught me watching her and smiled. It was the devilish grin of a woman who knows what a man was thinking… and liked it. Her gaze flicked up to somewhere above my head. I raised Ebon and split the skull of a guard who thought he had the drop on me.

      The gunfire from both sides slowed as the shooters checked their ammo levels.

      “Check in!” I ordered.

      “Here!” Reaver said.

      “Alive,” Beatrix said.

      “Bored!” Skrew whined.

      “I’m here,” Yaltu confirmed.

      Reaver poked her head from around a storage container and stared at me. She was waiting for orders, I knew. I gave her the hand signal to be watchful and wait for further orders. She nodded her understanding and waited, head and eyes keeping watch while I figured out our next move.

      We’d come for vehicles, and we’d found them. Though I was hoping for something larger, the hoverbikes would be enough to get us out and away from danger.

      They weren’t much larger than the street bikes back home. About eight feet long, each looked like they were designed for no more than two passengers. Reaver and I could each pilot one, but I wasn’t sure about the rest, and there wasn’t a lot of time to ask. If worse came to worst, I’d take an extra passenger on mine. We’d figure it out.

      I waited for Reaver to look my direction again and sent her another signal. I held both my fists toward her and rotated the right one back a few times, attempting to tell her that I wanted her to see if one of the hoverbikes was operational. She nodded and disappeared from sight.

      I poked my head over the edge of the box I was taking cover behind and ducked just before a red bolt of energy sizzled into a box behind me.

      A moment later, Reaver returned and had several things to tell me using hand and arm signals. First, the hoverbike she tried would not start. It looked good, but it was missing something. A key, probably.

      Second, there were still four guards. They’d taken cover about five yards ahead.

      Beatrix peeked out from behind a box further back near Yaltu. I pointed in the direction I wanted her to move, and she nodded.

      Reaver had seen the message, so I gave the order to move out. I poked my head out from cover, further to the right this time, and was greeted by another shot from an energy weapon. I noted where it came from and signaled Reaver so that she could take care of the shooter if he came into view. She nodded, gripped her pistol tighter, and snuck around the far side of her cover.

      I poked my head around to the right to give the leftovers a new target, then immediately threw myself to the left, rolled across a three-foot-wide gap, and stopped behind the next box. The guy with the laser rifle had been ready for it and peppered the floor between the boxes with charged protons that melted and cracked the stone.

      I thought about the box I was taking cover behind. It was strong enough to take quite a few blasts from energy weapons and lasers, but I hadn’t bothered to wonder what was inside. There weren’t any labels or descriptions anywhere. There wasn’t even a logo of the manufacturing or shipping company who’d delivered the goods. Then, it dawned on me that I hadn’t seen boxes like that anywhere else. I wasn’t sure where they came from, but I guessed it wasn’t even the planet I was on. There were more planets, and they were probably close. The one I had landed on might be nothing more than a holding place for slaves.

      Pop-pop-pop-pop-pop-pop!

      Reaver was standing on top of her crate, which was now open. She had a huge rifle down near her hip, with a strap running across her body to her opposite shoulder. From the muzzle, bright flashes of light erupted, turning tools and boxes near the end of the room into fountains of sparks.

      “Get some!” she roared.

      It was time to finish the job. I leaped on top of a box and caught sight of a guard, likely the guy with the laser rifle, rolling between a couple of boxes only 20 feet ahead of me.

      I leaped, heard the box I’d been standing on crash to the ground, and landed on top of the container the sniper had rolled behind. I cut him in half with a single swing of Ebon, and his torso went  spinning onto a nearby shelf while his legs toppled over in a fountain of blood.

      Reaver was using her new rifle to destroy a mostly disassembled fighter vehicle in a far corner, surrounded by various parts and tools. Whoever was back there was wise not to move, but it wouldn’t take long for her to chew through the wreckage and start burning holes into their body. They were doomed.

      The last guard who offered any kind of resistance held an energy pistol in each of his four hands. He reached around the box he was hiding behind and fired blindly. He didn’t present any targets, other than the pistols themselves. So, I shot one of the pistols that was aimed in my general direction. It exploded like a firecracker, and gray-skinned fingers flew outward as the bullets connected.

      The vrak staggered back a half-step and offered me a clean shot at his skull as he gasped at his ruined stump. But I held my fire. Beatrix had hopped onto the top of the box and already had her glowing warhammer raised. I didn’t want to deny her the kill. She brought her weapon down hard enough to pulverize the vrak’s head in an explosion of bone and brain matter. The impact made my ears ring, brought a savage sparkle to her eye, and made her tentacles dance.

      “Clear!” Reaver called as she examined the hoverbikes.

      I checked my immediate area and confirmed.

      “They are all dead,” Beatrix said from the top of her box.

      “They is all dead?” Skrew said from around a box behind me. “They is killed dead?”

      “Yes, they’re dead,” I said. “Come on and bring Yaltu. We need to find the keys for these hoverbikes. Any chance you know how to fly one?”

      “No,” Skrew said. “No fly hoverbikes. Never did.” He sounded mournful.

      Reaver approached the octagonal control booth, her new rifle swinging from her shoulders. Along with her gun, it appeared she’d found an extra power-pack and had it slung across her shoulder in the opposite direction. I was amazed at the tech now that I’d seen it in use. I’d never seen a hand-held, rapid-fire particle cannon before.

      “Like what you see?” she asked, giving me a knowing smirk.

      “Yeah, I—” I started to say, then recognized the double-meaning. She was naughty, and I loved it. “I sure do,” I continued.

      “Good. Later,” she said as she examined the control booth. “There’s a bunch of cube-like things in here. The hoverbikes have cube-shaped spots between the handlebars. I’m thinking those are the keys—or maybe the power sources. Either way, I think we need them. I signaled caution because sometimes, power sources are also explosive.”

      Skrew slowly stood up behind the counter in the control booth. His face was illuminated by multi-colored blinking lights, and his eyes were twice their normal size. Whatever he was looking at had him fascinated, which worried me. Sometimes, fascinating things were explosive, too.

      “Don’t touch anything,” I said to him as I walked around the room to the rear entrance.

      “But this is...” Skrew trailed off.

      When I entered the back doorway, I found myself a bit fascinated, too. There were more buttons, diagrams, lights, and monitors than I’d ever seen in one place except the bridge of a Martian starship.

      A shelf held rows of matrices, small glowing cubes about three inches on all sides. I grabbed five, shoved two in my pocket, and turned to Skrew, who was doing exactly as I’d told him not to.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “King is dumb,” he replied, not stopping or looking back. “He dumb, guards dumb, dung-heads. No security. Default code. Too easy.”

      I stepped closer, looked over his shoulder, and felt my jaw unhinge. The vrak’s fingers flew over the big screen in front of him. He tapped icons, moved others into glowing representations of boxes, and combined still more. I wasn’t at all familiar with the tech.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Is that us?” Beatrix asked, pointing to another monitor.

      “Yes,” Skrew said, a proud look on his face. “Skrew owns all. Skrew is security god. Master of the securities—all the securities. Skrew did to hack them up and now sees all the things.”

      Where the fuck had this ability come from? Then I remembered. He’d been sent to the vrak village and sentenced to death for “scribbling code.” I hadn’t understood at the time because I hadn’t seen any computers on the planet at that point, but it all made sense now.

      Skrew the six-armed, three-fingered code breaker.

      “Hmm…” Beatrix added before she pointed past me. “What’s that?”

      I looked to where she was indicating. Three blinking, multi-colored icons were converging in a straight line with an octagonal-shaped green icon. I pointed to the green icon and asked, “Is that us?”

      Skrew laughed. “No, that is control room. We are not control room.”

      “He means, is that our current location?” Beatrix leaned down, got in the vrak’s face, and shook a couple of tentacles she’d balled into fists.

      “Oh, yes.” He nodded vigorously. “Is us. Green is here.”

      “What are those?” I asked, pointing to the icons that were even closer.

      Skrew waited for Beatrix to back away before looking. His expression changed to one of concern. “Skrew does not know, but the colors say friend, so nothing is to worry.”

      “Who’s friend?” Reaver asked. She’d stopped patrolling and was trying to see what everyone was looking at through the bars on the nearby wall of the control booth.

      Skrew smiled. “Friend of… oh…”

      “Take cover!” I ordered. “Skrew, can you do anything from here?”

      He stammered for a moment before answering. “Like fight with the things?”

      “Yes, like that?”

      “No.”

      “Then take cover,” I growled.

      As soon as I spoke the words, a deep rumble seemed to come from the belly of the planet itself.

      “Not great,” Skrew whispered. “See?” He pointed to the monitor. The multi-colored icons had almost reached the green icon. We were out of time.

      “Move!” I barked.

      Skrew did, like his ass was on fire. He scrambled one direction, then the other, and back the first way again. I extended one arm and pointed up toward the exit in the ceiling, and he darted through it a moment before a new light appeared on the far side of the garage.

      Huge shadows darkened the garage as new enemies crawled through the opening and stood, almost touching the ceiling.

      A pair of mechs, each piloted by a vrak.

      I ducked behind the counter and left the control room. No use getting myself cornered. One mech was bad enough, but two would be a huge challenge.

      Then a third mech entered the garage, the concrete cratering beneath its massive bulk.

      The mechs spread out across the room as far as they could without tripping over the big metal boxes or the hoverbikes. My stomach tightened at the thought of the macs destroying our only mode of transportation..

      Each of the nearly 30-foot-tall machines was equipped with a plasma cannon on their left arm. Such devices could hurl a ball of plasma—superheated gas—and vaporize anything it touched. I wasn’t sure they were stupid enough to use the weapon underground where destroying enough of the walls could bury them alive. Also, in such a confined area, the explosion could vaporize everything, including them. But vrak weren’t the most intelligent species I’d encountered.

      My team appeared to be completely hidden. I could only see Skrew and Beatrix, but since the mechs weren’t shooting, I hoped it meant they hadn’t found any targets yet.

      A second later, I ducked as a pair of red beams bracketed the room. The mechs were using some kind of ladar technology—like radar, but with lasers. The good thing was that ladar couldn't see through the boxes. The bad thing was that ladar could see everything in microscopic detail. There was no way to hide from it, other than keeping something between you and the lasers.

      Reaver signaled her desire to attack. I didn’t know where the others were, so I waved her off. She frowned.

      Each had a center section with a small, clear window for the pilot. The inside of the machine was illuminated a soft blue, and the pilots wore a helmet with wires sticking out of it. My first thought was that they were wearing haptic suits, the kind that provided tactile, audio, and visual feedback for the user. But they wouldn't need a window if that were the case. I needed a closer look.

      I waited for another ladar scan to pass, and just when I was ready to take another look, Skrew crawled across the gap between our boxes. I’d never seen a vrak crawl before. Instead of using their knees like humans did, they just used their lower sets of hands. It was a lot more efficient and probably less painful.

      I didn’t scold him because I didn’t want him to turn around and go back. There’d be no way he would make it in time.

      Once he got to me and took cover behind the box, he whispered, “Jacob not worry. Skrew has plan. They are vrak. Big plan. Mean plan.”

      I had no idea what that meant, but his toothy grin told me he was confident. So, I nodded and waited to see what he would do.

      Skrew waited until another ladar scan passed and crawled away from the box before disappearing around the side of the control booth. After another pass, he popped his head up, saw me through the bars, and waved happily. I shrugged. Either his plan would work, or I’d fight a few mech.

      “Ninny-headed losers!” The voice echoed through the whole garage. The pounding of the mech feet stopped. It was replaced by the whirring of motors and opening of hatches.

      “Dumb poo-eaters! Yours mothers eat poo, too!”

      One of the mech pilots activated an external speaker with an electrical snap and responded. “Dum-dum speaks bad of mother! Come out! Surrender, dum-dum!”

      “Ooooh,” Skrew hissed, “guard’s mother so ugly, look like human butt!”

      The mech pilot gasped into his microphone. A moment later, I heard the sound of another, smaller motor and a hatch opening. It was followed by the hiss of a rocket being launched and an explosion powerful enough to make my ears ring and my balance lurch.

      I chanced a peek around the corner and discovered a cloud of dust and vaporized rock filling the room. From what I could see, one pilot was screaming at the other pilot—probably the one who’d almost brought the entire building and thousands of tons of dirt down on top of all of us. The third, instead of watching their backs, stood there stupidly, as though he was waiting for something.

      I caught Reaver’s eye and motioned for her to move forward. She nodded, found a better position, and moved, silent as a mouse.

      Beatrix had been watching our exchange. I gave her the same hand and arm signal, hoping she would understand. She did and found a better position closer to the mechs.

      I made my way back to the central console, hoping there was enough of the right kind of tech to shut down at least one of the mechs before we had to fight the other two. If there was, I hoped Skrew knew how to operate it.

      The mechs, meanwhile, had settled their differences and were actively scanning the room.

      “Guards not change password,” Skrew whispered. “Dum-dums not know Skrew. Great fun! Skrew find defense system, payment system—oh, Skrew rich now—radio system, monitor—”

      “Defense system?” I whispered.

      Skrew nodded and gently clapped two of his hands together.

      “Can we use it against them?”

      He frowned. “No, is for walls. Skrew turned off defense for walls. Now can escape. No escape before. But can now.”

      That was good news. I was glad I hadn’t strangled, drowned, shot, or pulled the head off the looney vrak.

      “Skrew loves to button push.” He tapped a thumb against his chest. “Know lots of the things. Smart with the stuff.”

      He wasn’t wrong, but if we didn’t make it out of the garage, it wouldn’t make a difference if the wall defenses were down or not. If we died here, we’d never see the wall. It was time to fight.

      I held a finger up to my lips and whispered for him to be quiet before sneaking out of the control room.

      After a ladar scan passed, I moved forward to a box closer to the mechs, who were almost halfway across the room. Their thundering footsteps caused a block to fall somewhere near the far end. All three spun at their waist to address the sound. It was my time to move, but as I started to rise, there was a new sound.

      I ducked as a hoverbike flew over my head and crashed into something nearby. I couldn’t see what it had plowed into, but I could hear it and smell the smoke. I caught a glimpse of Beatrix as she rolled to safety behind a storage box. She was smiling, and when I looked around the corner of my own cover, a mech was lying on its back with the remains of a hoverbike sticking out of its cockpit. There was no way the pilot had survived. If anyone cared enough to recover his body, they’d have to use a turkey baster and a sponge.

      The other two mechs deployed hand-held miniguns from compartments near their shoulders.

      I charged the closest one, staying low and moving fast. The mech must have had proximity sensors, because just before I got within slashing distance, it raised an energy shield that deflected my strike. Ebon sapped some of the power from it, but the shield recovered quickly.

      Getting through would mean hitting the construct until Ebon punched through it. Suddenly, the mech furthest from me turned 30 degrees to its right and opened up with its minigun. At the same time, the nearer mech started firing a dotted line down the carved stones toward the center of my chest.

      I tucked Ebon against my forearm and jumped clear of the stream of enemy fire. The world spun as I tumbled in midair. The pilot sneered. On my second revolution, I saw Beatrix diving for cover behind a supply box that was quickly being dissolved under a hail of ionized bolts from the minigun.

      Beatrix tried to get up but caught some sparks in her tentacles and ducked. Her tentacles curled in upon themselves, becoming a nest of writhing snakes. Reaver and Yaltu were shooting the mech, but Beatrix was pinned down. I had to trust Reaver and the others to handle the situation while I dealt with my own mech.

      I still had the advantage because I hadn’t shown him what I could do. So far as he knew, I was a dangerous man with a sword. Also, I was just a human. I charged with all my strength, and the pilot continued firing, but wasn’t nearly fast enough to get me in his crosshairs.  I jumped at the last second and slammed the energy shield with a two-handed swing.

      When I hit, I staggered the machine, causing it to take several steps back and cartwheel its arms to keep from falling. I followed the hit with several quick slashes from Ebon and weakened the shield enough to break through it. Then, there was nothing between me and the mech but air and opportunity.

      I sheathed Ebon and grabbed the mech’s leg just as a hidden panel in its chest opened up, revealing what looked like a flamethrower. I stuck out my right leg and leveraged the big machine over my hip, sending it crashing hard to the ground on its canopy.

      I slashed again and shielded my eyes against a sudden shower of blue sparks.

      A loud clang told me that Beatrix and Reaver were fighting back. Yaltu was providing cover fire while Skrew yelled obscenities at the pilot. They had their mech handled, it was time I ended mine.

      I drew Ebon, climbed onto the back of my target, and thrust the blade deep into the mech’s back.

      The armor was just as tough on its back, but after a couple of shoves, Ebon hit an open spot, and a scream from somewhere within told me I’d found the pilot.

      I turned to see the others still struggling with their mech, so I grabbed the minigun from the defeated mech at my feet. I tore the weapon from the arm with a decisive tug, but the power inside the gun went out.

      “A little help here!” Reaver yelled.

      I turned the massive minigun over in my hands and almost discarded it. Without power, it was useless, but I did have something that could provide power. The Fex, the little marble-sized power source I’d taken from the Enforcer. It was how he’d powered his plasma shield the Enforcers used. I removed an oversized backup battery from the minigun and slipped the Fex into the slot. The marble power source was too small to fit, but it latched onto the weapon like a magnet. The minigun’s cables that had been attached to the mech’s arm wrapped around the Fex like a bundle of rubber bands.

      Then the minigun whirred to life.

      “Take cover!” I yelled. My friends looked at me in confusion before their eyes widened at my new weapon. It took them half a second to scatter behind boxes.

      The surviving mech turned to face me, but I had it in the sights of my new weapon. I aimed the minigun and used my whole hand to pull the oversized trigger. The multi-barreled weapon spun so hard, I forced myself into a half-crouch to keep a stable stance. There was no recoil, but the blastwaves rattled the walls and made my bones shiver.

      Energy lanced away from my weapon in a white torrent. It tore into the last surviving mech’s energy shield and shorted it out in seconds. I kept my hand squeezed on the minigun’s trigger as projectiles peppered the mech. A small explosion and a lot of sparks announced that it was destroyed and that its pilot was dead.

      I removed the Fex from the minigun and dropped the smoking weapon to the ground. It was broken beyond repair, but the Fex didn’t look any different.

      “Well, aren’t you a handy little thing,” I said to the Fex before I pocketed it again. “Everyone who can fly one of these things, grab a hoverbike,” I ordered the others. “Those who can’t, get on the back. We need to leave now!”

      Reaver tossed me a matrix. “Right behind you, Paladin.”

      “Don’t think you can leave me behind,” Beatrix said.

      “Let’s get the hell out of here,” I said as I dropped the matrix into a hoverbike’s panel. It powered up and lifted from the ground.
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      My stolen hoverbike accelerated smoothly once it warmed up. At first, it vibrated a bit, and I was reminded of old movies I’d watched when such modes of transportation never left the ground and relied on the explosions of flammable oils.

      We moved of the barracks and through the streets, over, around, and, sometimes, through the stalls of vendors. The streets were chaos. Aliens screamed, dove for cover, and even threw things at us. I ducked under guylines and turned an entire food stall into splinters as I plowed through it.

      Reaver had Yaltu and Skrew with her. She wouldn’t be able to maneuver as well, but that left Beatrix and me free to fight anyone who might get in her way.

      The streets along the city’s edges appeared to be ad-hoc rather than planned. Sometimes, they ended in dead-ends. Other times, they snaked between permanent buildings, stalls, and what looked like a somewhat-recent wreckage of a starship. The green-metal hull was riddled with burn-throughs and carbon scoring. That one hadn’t gone down of its own accord. Someone had shot it down. Likely, it had also fought back.

      “Danger close!” I called out as guards closed in from the side streets to block our progress.

      Beatrix twisted her accelerator hard, and she narrowly avoided deadly bursts of red energy. The enemy fire burned a hole through a stall, a hapless customer, and a deserving vendor selling hooked weapons for people to toss into the arena.

      Skrew was also doing his part. With four arms, he was able to pick up and throw things at passersby. He took particular interest in harassing, harming, and, sometimes, killing vendors. His brutality was only limited by what he could find. He even managed a kill using a small, yellow gourd.

      I leaned back in my seat as I drew my sword. With my right arm fully extended, I flicked my wrist and used Ebon to neatly bisect a guard’s frown, top to bottom.

      Enemy hoverbikes joined the pursuit, but they were still too far away to worry me much. I could make a shot from that range, but I doubted they could. So far, I hadn’t seen anything even resembling marksmanship from Brazud’s finest. The guard on the back of a dual-mounted hoverbike lifted a three-foot-long cylinder from his back.

      A rocket launcher.

      Well, that was one way to offset an inability to aim.

      The guard shouldered the weapon and aimed it in my direction.

      I steered my bike around a stall, cornered, and tried to shake off our pursuers. We emerged from a peaceful-looking street, knocking things over, causing people to scatter, and blowing wares off tables.

      I needed to keep the enemy from getting a bead on me. But that would just invite the rocket to lock onto Reaver’s hoverbike. She wouldn’t even see it coming. I cursed and glanced behind me again. The soldier was grinning with a mouthful of broken teeth as he prepared the rocket launcher to fire.

      I snatched a clay pot from a fuzzy vendor’s hand as he scrambled out of the way. I tossed the pot over my shoulder, and I heard it crash against a hoverbike. A string of curses followed. Then, I used Ebon to cut every guyline along our path. A few tarps and sunshades got in the hoverbikes’ way.

      When I checked over my shoulder again, the guard holding the rocket launcher was leaning to one side, trying to make sure his shot was clear of the pilot. I glanced forward once more, took note of the environment, the turns I’d need to make, and the obstacles in my way. I sheathed Ebon before I turned back to the guard.

      My first turn was coming up. First, hard to the left, then a gentle arc to the right, before another hard left. A plume of fire erupted from the tube’s far end. The missile left the barrel, and time slowed. I was still getting used to being able to think much faster than a normal human, but my mind was racing as I examined the rocket launcher in detail.

      The device was crude and rusted, but the missile was still accurate. It turned and looped to maintain course to its target—me. At the last possible moment, I reached out, taking care not to get my hand anywhere near the front propellor,. I spun my body around while keeping the rocket far away to help maintain its airspeed. Then I threw it behind me.

      I didn’t aim for the guard. Nor did I aim for his hoverbike. Instead, I aimed for a spot just in front of them. The hoverbrikes had nowhere to go, though one tried to outmaneuver the missile. The vehicle ended up running headlong into a stone building in an explosion of acrid smoke.

      I turned my attention forward with just enough time to veer away from a stone arch between two buildings.

      “Close one!” Beatrix said. “Do not lose your head, or the king will have nothing to hang you by!”

      “The king can try,” I shot back, “but if I get the chance, I’ll hang him from his balls!”

      She laughed as she smashed another ambushing guard’s head who’d gotten too close.

      A second later, we passed three guards in terrible shape. They’d been torn to pieces in a pool of acid and graying blood. One moaned and held a bone that punched straight out of his eviscerated leg. The third scraped at his face and screamed desperately he tried to drag off the acid.

      The tail of a black dragon disappearing around a nearby corner gave me a clue as to what had just happened.

      I caught sight of Gold and Silver fighting a few guards. The enemies were backing away in an organized line as they lanced the dragons with red energy projectiles. Gold kept fighting, kept driving herself toward her enemy. Silver tore at guards with teeth and claws.

      Good to see the dragons were getting their own share of the action.

      I drew Ebon, searching for targets, but as the rest of my team was in front of me, there weren’t a lot to choose from. I slowed myself to pick off the stragglers and watch our backs. I couldn't allow another guard with a rocket launcher to come up behind us undetected.

      Skrew got a scare when he threw a food storage canister at a vendor's stall and saw an explosion. Yaltu reached back and held onto him to keep him from falling. He quit picking things up after that and looked back to me, obviously shaken. He’d done his part, and I’d thank him later.

      Reaver’s hoverbike pitched around the corners, and I noticed she’d learned something. The art of drifting. Occasionally, she’d swing the ass-end of her hoverbike out far enough to clip an unaware guard with the sharp bits of the bike near the engines. She managed to snag an enemy soldier and drag him several hundred feet before he tore free. I finished him off by shoving my hoverbike down as I passed over him, grinding his body into the dirt.

      It was teamwork at its finest, and I was glad to have her back.

      Beatrix fought like she had in the arena—like everything in the universe depended on her savagery. She smashed heads with her warhammer, drove straight through unarmored opponents, and wiped blood and viscera from her face.

      We hauled ass around another corner, and I found that we were almost at the gates. Smashing through it was low-percentage, though, so at least one of us would have to dismount to unlock and open the damn thing.

      The soldiers at the gates glanced at each other, and started to run. I’d already thought Brazud’s soldiers were terrible, but this was something else.

      “Follow me!” I yelled.

      I jammed the accelerator and shot toward the gate. I bailed from my hoverbike and hit the ground rolling. I was still rolling when I heard the explosion of my vehicle crashing into the gate. I didn’t think I’d destroyed the metal barrier, but it would be easier to knock down when the time came.

      When my tumbling slowed, I planted my feet, drew Ebon, and looked toward the gate. My hoverbike had punched a hole big enough to ride another hoverbike through.

      The gate was open.

      An explosion to my right almost knocked me off my feet. I realized then that the soldiers outside the gates hadn’t been running from us, they were running from the reinforcements.

      Three arrowhead-shaped fighter skiffs glided over the streets on a carpet of acrid smoke. All three were painted black with yellow trim. Weapon pods extended on their upper halves and appeared to have been designed to fight other skiffs rather than engage ground targets.

      They were close enough that I could see the shapes of the vrak gunners at the pods under transparent canopies. Good. If it was a computer system doing the shooting, I’d need to take out the entire vessel. With living gunners, all I had to do was make them not living.

      “Go!” I yelled to my friends on their bikes.

      As Beatrix rode her bike toward the gate, she held a hand out to me. I took it as she passed, and the force nearly broke our grip, but I was able to swing myself onto the back of her vehicle. She lifted her tentacles almost straight up, helping give me an unobstructed view of my surroundings.

      We had made it through the gate, and while Reaver, Skrew, and Yaltu were on their bike a few dozen yards ahead.

      The enemy skiff’s particle cannons opened up, and the ground exploded around us. The hostiles began to anticipate our moves, firing where they expected us to be and shooting targets around us.  Beatrix juked to avoid them. I knew it was only a matter of time before they got a lucky shot.

      My hands ached for the minigun I’d used in the garage. If I’d had a way to shoot-down the skiffs, I would have done it. They were too fast to throw anything at and expect to hit. The largest one was too heavily armored to swat it from the sky with a tree or power pole. Even our rifles would be useless against such heavily armored and shielded vehicles.

      I needed a really big gun, but the only ones nearby were…

      On top of the skiffs themselves.
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      I’d already seen how a Fex could power a minigun stripped from a mech, so I figured I could do the same with a gun from the enemy skiffs. I could strip one away and still be able to provide it power with the little marble.

      “I need to get on top of one of their skiffs!” I said to Beatrix as we raced through the city outskirts. People peered out from within scrap metal huts to watch us, but they soon fled when they heard the enemy skiffs.

      “Are you insane?” she demanded.

      “It’s that or get vaporized!”

      She shook her head and glanced over her shoulder to see where they were. Then she looked ahead and nodded toward a transmission tower.

      We were outside the city walls now, but we still had to get through the outskirts.

      I raised my knees, planted my feet under myself, and waited for my opportunity.

      “Now!” she said as she slammed on the brakes and ducked low.

      I launched myself over her head, hit the roof of a nearby building, and jumped again to a higher ledge. The metal of the structure buckled under my grip as I heaved and launched myself further upward. A quick glance told me that the enemy skiffs were still prioritizing my squad. They hadn’t seen me leave the hoverbike.

      They were in for a hell of a surprise.

      I caught the transmission tower near the top, straightened both my arms, and stuck my body out like a flag in a stiff breeze. When the last skiff approached a second later, I relaxed my left arm, lowered my body a bit, straightened it again, and let go as I performed one aerial cartwheel before landing hard on the craft.

      I took three big steps and planted my foot behind the gunner’s canopy. I drew Ebon in one movement and decapitated him. I sheathed my weapon again, then caught hold of the particle cannon on the front of the skiff. My muscles strained against junkyard hydraulics until the support gave under my grip.  

      Then I ripped the big cannon from its mount. I kept an eye on the other two smaller skiffs and the brightly colored leader as I fished the Fex from my pocket. The trailing cables snaked toward my pocket to search out the tiny orb.  The wires wound themselves around the small orb as if they had a life of their own. Circuits began to form, and wires attached themselves together in patterns. The cannon grew warm, and I heard the most beautiful sound in the world as the hum of firing capacitors vibrated through my body.

      I planted my feet as the skiff pilot tried to throw me off. One of the skiffs was in pursuit behind the one I was riding, likely preparing to take a shot once they reached a better angle. They wanted to kill me rather than shooting down one of their own skiffs. It seemed they’d realized I was more of a danger than my friends on hoverbikes.  

      I quickly inspected the weapon, found a cover plate, and ripped it off with my fingernails. Underneath was a button—the manual fire. The buttons were usually used in factories for testing the weapons before they were sent to the shipyards for installation. Most of the time, they were left in place and simply covered to keep curious fingers from touching them. I felt lucky that the designers of this particular weapon had thought the same way.

      I held the cannon to my side, aimed it as best I could from my hip, and pressed the button. Both the recoil and the heat from the plasma bolt hit me like a punch. Bright energy filled the air as my stolen cannon roared in my hands. The skiff to my right exploded in a cloud of fire before it slammed into the ground. I wasn’t sure I’d have any eyebrows left after that shot, but I didn’t care.

      The second skiff decided it was better to flee, but I lined the cannon up a second time and fired. The second explosion was just as beautiful as the first. I held the cannon in one hand, moved down the skiff, and punched a hole through the glass cockpit. The pilot screamed as I pulled him up and tossed him onto the ground below. I jumped down from the descending vehicle, and it crashed to the ground behind me before it exploded.

      Beatrix rode her hoverbike to me. “You did that quickly,” she said.

      “I’m efficient,” I said with a smile.

      “You crazy fucker,” Reaver said after she’d rode her bike to meet us.

      “Must leave!” Skrew said. “Still too close to Brazud! Stinky king will come!”

      A roar sounded from above, and I spotted rows of black smoke, dark as tar in the sky. A skiff identical to the others, but much larger appeared. It was bristling with weapon pods, antennae, and small launch doors. The launch doors opened, and a ladder unfurled. A huge figure started to descend the rope to the ground.

      I checked the cannon I’d stolen from the skiff and found it burned out. Just like the one I’d taken from the mech. It seemed the Fex wasn’t exactly a limitless power source.

      “Let’s get the fuck out of here,” Reaver said.

      “No,” I said as I pocketed the Fex.

      “What?” Reaver’s face twisted with emotion.

      The figure had reached the ground and was slowly walking toward us.

      I knew who it was.

      He had dark pits in his skeleton-like head, pale skin, and a wide mouth that reached to where a human’s ears would be. A red and gold robe trailing to his feet left no doubt. I hadn’t exactly been close enough to him in the arena to see him exactly, but I knew who he was.

      King Demetrios.

      “Go!” I yelled to my friends. “I’ll meet you in the forest outside Yaltu’s hideout. I’ll deal with the king.”

      If I managed to kill him, then it would buy enough time for the others to escape. Even a fight would delay the soldiers a little so my friends could put some distance between them.

      “That’s an order,” I added when Reaver didn’t move.

      She swallowed back a reply, revved her hoverbike, and then started off through the city outskirts, toward the forest. Beatrix followed behind her, covering her rear.

      I turned to face the king.

      He stood about eight feet tall. The stiff wind from the moving skiff caused his black tunic and pants to press against his skeletal body and made him look like he’d been assembled from someone else’s bones.

      The king stopped twenty yards away from me. We stood staring at each other for several seconds, long enough for a few small pieces of skin to peel from his face and be thrown to the wind. Even though he looked like he was far beyond his expiration date, he had an aura and a presence of unmistakable power.

      He wasn’t going to go down easy. But why the hell was he here? Why hadn’t he just sent more soldiers? Why come himself?

      Demetrious lifted a hand to the skiff, and it began to rise into the sky, gaining altitude. Then it vanished back toward the city.

      Now we were really alone. I was getting really weird vibes from him, but at least now I didn’t need to worry about getting rained own by particle cannons.

      Demetrios reached up with one hand and unhooked the clasp at his throat, sending his cloak to ground. He wore carapace armor, made of a metal I didn’t recognize. It gleamed in the sun’s light and glittered like it was made of diamond.

      He wasn’t carrying any weapons, as far as I could see, but there was a dull silver scepter at his waist. I wondered if he planned on trying to beat me to death with it. I also wondered if it was more than it appeared to be, like Ebon.

      A foreign sound assaulted my ears. It was like a thousand bats were being burned alive. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as I realized where the sound was coming from. The king was laughing.

      “It has been long since I have had a worthy opponent, Jacob,” the king said. His voice seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. It pierced me, flowed through me, and chilled my bones.

      “I didn’t pick you for the type who liked to fight his own battles,” I said.

      “So many others have come before you, yet none were worthy,” Demetrios hissed. “I have killed many, but none could even scratch me. Did you know, Jacob? Did you know that’s what the tournament was for? It was to find opponents. It was to find warriors worthy of dueling me. I killed them all. I killed the champions. And they were all a sad disappointment.”

      “Running a city of terrified slaves must get boring,” I said. “Gotta keep busy somehow, right?”

      He began walking toward me. His pace was casual, as if he expected me to bow before him, beg for his mercy, or possibly make him a sandwich. None of those were going to happen.

      Demetrios reached for his scepter and lifted it was between us. He wiggled his thumb against it, and a pair of 6-foot-long blades unfolded from each end. He twirled the weapon before allowing it to rest across his back, then he raised his hand and beckoned me to attack.

      I charged with Ebon raise, leaped into the air, and brought my blade down in an arcing strike. Before the attack could connect, the king deflected it with his blade. His weapon didn’t shatter. Instead, it sent reverberations through my hands, arms, and up to my shoulders.

      “You are not the only one with artifacts of power,” he said as he slashed at me.

      I blocked the attack before I spotted the upper blade heading toward my head. Having nowhere else to go, I rolled forward between Demetrios’ legs and avoided the strike, only to have to block the lower blade as he thrust it between his legs.

      The screeching laughter started again.

      “Ah, that’s more like it!” Demetrios said. Though it sounded like he was smiling, his face—such as it was—didn’t change. “Finally, a worthy opponent. I’m so very glad to have met you, Jacob.”

      “Have you been watching me?” I asked. “Listening? That’s beyond creepy.”

      He was trying to get to me. I knew it, I understood why, but still, his words bothered me. First, I didn’t know how he knew my name. We’d never met, and I couldn’t recall seeing any guards around when my name was mentioned. Second, he seemed genuinely happy to fight, like it was his birthday, and he was getting exactly what he wanted.

      I decided to play his game. I flipped him the bird. He seemed to like it the first time, so I figured a second time would really impress him.

      “Your insolence is simply a mask for your insecurity,” the king said.

      “I don’t let other people do my fighting for me. That’s the difference between leaders. You’re happy to sit back and let your people die in droves.”

      He didn’t respond, so I continued.

      “You’re a coward, a thief, and a fucking disappointment. My dumbest greenhorn could run this city better than you.”

      “And you think you’re the one to do that?” Demetrios sneered. “Take control?”

      “Nah,” I said. “I’m just passing through. Got bigger and better things to deal with. But since you’re so interested in a good fight, I’ll give you one. If you’re up to it.”

      My goal was to anger him enough that he would make a mistake. But I discovered the furious version of Demetrios was a whole lot more dangerous and aggressive than the slightly annoyed version.

      We were 15 feet apart, but the king closed it in less than a second. I leaned in, Ebon held diagonally across my body to prepare for a strike from either end of his weapon. Demetrios crouched and spun the blade like a blender, first one end, then the other. He became a blur while I danced backward, barely able to keep up with his strikes. To my surprise, he was able to spin his blade while working in jabs and reversals. At the same time, he attempted to taunt me with his voice. I watched his patterns, kept on the defensive, and waited for an opportunity.

      “Oh, what fun we’re having, aren’t we, Jacob?” he whispered. “This world is mine, little human. I own it. It is mine.”

      “The Sitar… own it,” I said between breaths. “You’re not… the… king. You’re just… their bitch.”

      And there it was, a hesitation. It only lasted for half a heartbeat, but I struck hard.

      Ebon bit into Demetrios’ shoulder just below his neck before he could bring his weapon up. He shoved at my sword and ripped it free of his carapace, so I kicked his weapon’s center handle hard, driving the lower blade into and through his foot, stopping him dead in his tracks.

      I stabbed at his face, but he caught Ebon with a hand, so I twisted the blade sideways, removing four fingers. Demetrios hissed and recoiled. When he reached out to retrieve his weapon, I arced Ebon downward and removed his hand.

      “No!” Demetrios shrieked.

      “What?” I asked. “I thought you wanted a good fight. This isn’t good enough for you?” I cut him again, this time across his nose. The lower half of the skin and cartilage flopped down like a warm piece of processed cheese and stuck to his face.

      Demetrios shrieked again and yanked hard at his impaled foot, which tore in half as he pulled it free from the broad side of his weapon’s blade. There was no blood, but he was running out of limbs.

      I lifted Ebon over my head and slashed down hard, but hit nothing but air. The king had leapt away, even with his bad foot, and was stumbling toward the city.

      “Return to me!” he yelled, and it sounded like he was speaking into a comm.

      I sprinted for him and kicked him straight in the back with everything I had. He stumbled forward, and an iridescent appendage burst from the king’s narrow waist. It was as though he’d vomited the object out from his torso. It had torn through his carapace armor and landed on the ground in front of him.

      As he toppled to his knees, I chopped sideways and took off his head.

      I walked over to the appendage and wondered why it had exploded from his guts. It looked like a Xeno leg. Too similar to be a coincidence. Too similar to be anything other than that.

      My mind recoiled in protest.

      We were far from Xeno space, as far as I knew. I was certain that the planet I was on had not been charted. I’d never seen anything like it, and Mars would have sent an envoy or, at least, a few spies to find out more. If they hadn’t returned, I’d know because the planet would have been marked as hostile, and the next to arrive would be a battle fleet. Mars would either eliminate the hostile forces or convince them to play nice. They’d be free to rule themselves, but we’d also insist on building a base to help keep the Xeno forces away.

      I stared in disbelief. Xeno… here...

      I stowed the thought for later. For now, I was worried about the skiff returning. But I didn’t want to leave without a souvenir, so I grabbed the king’s twin-bladed weapon. I found the button to deactivate the blades, pressed it, and they folded neatly back into the handle.

      “I think I’ll call you Clarent,” I said as I stowed the weapon in my belt.

      I ran hard through the streets filled with scrap metal buildings. The people must have heard the sounds of battle and decided to hide because the streets in the city outskirts were empty. It made my trip toward the forest outside Yaltu’s hideout much easier. Although I still kept my eyes open and my ears peeled for any sign of the hovercraft the king had ordered to return.

      I turned a corner and found a cluster of half-concealed aliens beside a rattled apartment complex.

      “Give me a good reason not to put you down!” a familiar voice called.

      It sounded like Reaver, and when I called for her, at the same time, had to duck and roll to avoid having my head vaporized by a plasma rifle.

      “Reaver, it’s me!” I yelled.

      There was a moment of silence before she spoke again. “Jacob? You look like shit!”

      I looked down at my clothes. Smoke wafted off them, and they looked like they’d been cleaned with a bucket of razors. “Sorry. I didn’t bring my dress whites.”

      I stood slowly, just as the others did the same. They were all there, and though they were filthy, they each appeared to be in one piece. They hadn’t gone to the forest outside Yaltu’s hideout, but they’d kept themselves safe here, halfway between.

      “What happened? I saw the skiff leave. . .” Beatrix trailed off.

      “We need to leave,” Yaltu said. “It is not safe here, even in the outskirts.”

      “Yaltu has hideout!” Skrew said.

      “I cannot draw attention to them. We must leave and go far from Brazud.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      We ran until Yaltu and Skrew couldn’t go on. I threw Yaltu over my shoulder while Reaver and Beatrix took turns with Skrew, passing him to the other when his jabbering became too much for either of them.

      A half-hour later, we were deep into the forest and far from the city. A trail led us to a glittering lake. I decided it was as good a place as any to stop and take stock of our situation, ourselves, and each other.

      “You were awesome!” Reaver said to Beatrix. “When you vaporized that guard’s skull, I wish it would have lasted long enough to see the stupid look on his face.”

      “Yes,” Beatrix said, “that was good. But you piloted that hoverbike like you’d been born with one. Have you ever piloted one before?”

      “No, I’ve never even seen one before. It’s a good design, though. Maybe we should go back and snag a couple?”

      While I washed the blood from my clothes and limbs, I listened to their conversation.

      “I will never return to Brazud,” Beatrix said.

      “That’s fair,” Reaver sighed. “But I’d prefer a couple of hoverbikes over foot-slogging it any day.”  

      Yaltu came tiredly to my side while Skrew energetically thrust his hips around the place in what I assumed was a victory dance. When he invited Reaver and Beatrix to join in, they turned around and glared at him fiercely enough to make him back off like a frightened rabbit.  

      I felt a little bad for Skrew, so I waved him over. “So, how did it go while I was killing the king?”

      He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again. “Jacob killed King Dummytree?”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “Yes, I sure did. I cut off his head.”

      “Oh, did head roll?” Skrew blurted, excited to have an audience of one. “Jacob should have seen! Reaver smashed face of guard. Then, Beatrix smash face. Then, they make guards crash together and smash each! Then they laugh and smack hands together. Was scary for Skrew.” He leaned closer and whispered, “Skrew thinks they like to kill too much.”

      I had to laugh, and motioned for him to continue.

      “Guard boss tell us to stop. Beatrix pretend to stop. Then, Reaver run and step on Beatrix here.” He pointed to his upper shoulders. “Reaver tackle guard boss. Beatrix grab guard boss legs. They throw. Smash into other guard.” He leaned forward to whisper again. “Then, they laugh again. Is scary?”

      I shrugged and turned my eyes to the warrior-women. I never expected they’d create such a team or get along so well. I was glad to have found Reaver and to have rescued Beatrix.

      Yaltu then turned to Skrew to inspect his injuries. From what I could see, they consisted of a couple of big bumps on his head, a shallow cut on two of his arms, and a fat lip. I wasn’t familiar with the physiology of alien bodies, though. But Yaltu seemed to be.

      “Stop moving,” she scolded. “How am I supposed—”

      “Ouch!” Skrew interrupted, glaring at the woman. “Hurts!”

      When they heard Skrew whine, Reaver and Beatrix walked closer to see what was happening. Yaltu, meanwhile, resumed inspecting and cleaning Skrew’s wounds.

      “Jacob kicked butt!” the vrak continued. “Such boom and many pow! Powerful Jacob and team of wives make dead king so mad! King not mad now. King dead. Too dead to be mad!” Then, he burst into a fit of laughter interspersed with wheezes when Yaltu touched a tender spot.

      I noticed that none of the women said anything about the “team of wives” comment.

      “You killed the king?” Beatrix asked me.

      “For real?” Reaver added.

      I nodded. “Took his head right off, before I cut off a leg. If anyone goes looking for him, they’ll need a dustpan and broom. Though, he did look pretty dead to begin with. There’s something else too, though. Near his final breathing moment, something like a Xeno leg burst from his belly.“

      “Something like a Xeno leg?” Reaver asked.

      I thought about it for a few seconds before answering. “I’m pretty sure it was a leg. Or a leg-like appendage. I’m certain it was Xeno. I think one of two things happened. Either there’s a kind of Xeno that can wear skin like a costume, or the Xeno in this area of space have learned how to tweak DNA. Or they’ve infested some of the population—laid eggs in them or something. It’s all speculation, but it’s all plausible, too. Or, Demetrios was here to soften-up the population until the rest of the Xeno arrived. Maybe that’s who the Sitar are. Maybe they’re actually Xeno.”

      “The king was ugly,” Beatrix said, “but he did not stink. I have smelled many dead bodies. They always stink. Unless he tanned the skin, it would rot. I do not think it was a mask.”

      “I’ve only been here a little while,” Reaver told her. “But I watched reruns of previous arena matches. And he’s always looked that way as far as I could tell.”

      “Yes,” Beatrix agreed, “he was always that ugly.”

      “What do the Xeno look like?” Beatrix asked. Reaver and I filled her in, and she went silent and thoughtful for several seconds.

      “Maybe that is what has happened to the planet,” she whispered. “Legends say there was a war. We fought the Sitar for a hundred big cycles. Many died. But the ancestors did not have three Void-touched warriors, one a great leader, a dragon-tamer and… well… a sneaky, four-armed asshole. They did not have us.”

      “Then, it can’t be a coincidence that the Lakunae left us here,” Reaver said.

      “There’s no telling whether or not the Lakunae and the Xeno are working together,” I said. “But until we figure that out, we need to get moving.”

      “Asshole?” Skrew interrupted, still behind in the conversation. “Is good, yes? Asshole?”

      We all laughed. When Skrew joined us, with a confused look on his face, we laughed even harder.

      “What will you do now?” Reaver asked Beatrix. “Now that you’re free.”

      Beatrix turned to me. “I have a debt to pay, to you all, and if the Lakunae are to be trusted, then I must continue on the search they sent me. No matter the consequences.” She hesitated. “I would like to fight by your side, by Reaver’s side, by Yaltu’s side, and… by Skrew. Will you have me?”

      “Yes,” I replied.

      “Yes,” Reaver agreed as she gave Beatrix a powerful hug.

      I watched them and couldn’t help but grin. “There king’s fighter skiff is probably out looking for us,” I said after they’d released each other.

      “No,” Beatrix said. “As soon as they learn that the king is dead, they will return to the city. They will have no need to hunt us. There will be many fights, many wars. Someone must become the new king.”

      “Jacob be king?” Skrew asked.

      I laughed. “No, I don’t think so. I still have a mission. There are more crew members from the Revenge out there. Maybe on this planet. Maybe on another planet. I have to find them. If the Lakunae rescued others, they might be here.”

      “And we still have a mission to complete,” Reaver said. “Deliver the biggest payload the universe has ever seen to those Xeno fucks.”

      “We’ll need a ship to do that,” I said. “And a payload.”

      Reaver dismissed me with a wave of her hand. “Details.”

      

      End of book 1

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Want More Galactic Champion?

          

        

      

    

    
      Thanks for reading Galactic Champion #1.

      

      Want more Galactic Champion novels? Please leave a review here to let me know you’d like more.

      

      Have you read my portal fantasy story, Immortal Swordslinger? Check it out on Amazon.

      

      If you want fast notifications, then the best thing is to join my Facebook fan group and “like” my Facebook page.

      

      If you’re not on Facebook, you can join my email newsletter list here.

      

      Amazon is often slow to update readers on new releases, so the best way to get notified is by clicking this link and then clicking the Follow button.

      

      Thanks again! I can’t wait to share more of my stories with you!
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        * * *

      

      Do you like stories where the main character has more than one love interest? Check out the Harem Lit Facebook group.
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      Dante King is an author of Men’s Adventure fiction in various flavors. His books involve strong male protagonists who know what they want and do what’s required to get it.

      

      You can connect with him at DanteKingAuthor.com
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