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      “Spanner not good for Skrew for to use!” the vrak roared.

      His voice echoed from the large storage compartment of the Javelin, the name team and I had decided to give our captured Xeno vessel. It seemed fitting.

      “Is for teeny-tiny hands,” he complained. “Is for little human hands. Squishy. Not for vrak!” The next noises he made sounded like he was crying. Maybe laughing. I couldn’t tell for sure.

      “What for this? Is not spanner.” His voice quieted to a conspiratorial whisper. “Maybe is for breaking? Maybe not for to fix? Is weird. Is crap!”

      His rant was followed by a high-pitched clatter as a metal tool fell to the carapace deck. The sounds and cursing didn’t bother me, but under the bright, blue light of glowfrogs floating in their little aquariums in the walls, Beatrix’s expression showed she was losing her patience. 

      The woman’s tentacle-like hair was coiled tightly, as if each finger-thick strand was trying to strangle one or two others that happened to be nearby. She found it difficult to hide her emotions, and I didn’t think I’d ever seen her so agitated.

      Skrew and Reaver had spent countless hours going over every inch of the vrak’s junkyard mech. He’d insisted on bringing it along when we’d stopped for supplies and to pick up the remaining two members of our team, Enra and Yaltu. It had been cursing, yelling, and tools being dropped for the last two days, and the vrak’s agitation only seemed to be growing worse.

      Nothing could please him. While that wasn’t a big deal by itself, he’d developed the annoying habit of telling everyone exactly how much every particular thing got on his nerves. The bed he slept on was shared by half of us, as there were only two beds. Both beds were the same size, and they were made of soft, squishy flesh, and neither was long enough for anyone except Reaver to fully stretch out on.

      Apparently, Yaltu created pheromones while she slept. I’d never noticed, or if I had, I didn’t mind. If Skrew used the bed next and it smelled like anything other than the ship’s usual vague armpit odor, we’d hear about it. More than once, I wondered if the smell was coming from the vrak. His hygiene habits were questionable at best.

      Skrew was having the hardest time dealing with being cooped up within a ship. Space travel wasn’t for everyone. There were no little bugs to play with, nothing new to eat, and not even any weather to complain about. Reaver and I tried to keep him busy by allowing him to work on his junkyard mech. It always needed something fixed, tightened, or adjusted.

      The Ish-Nul had given us tools for Skrew to use. Some they’d created. Others they’d scavenged. They didn’t need their tools anymore since I’d placed them in charge of both major cities on Druma, Brazud and Thaz’red. The citizens would follow them just as they would have followed me. The Ish-Nul were brave, fair, and abhorred slavery as much as me. I trusted them to heal their world.

      Not all the Ish-Nul were happy about the development though. Some were afraid they’d be killed or enslaved as soon as they arrived in the cities. Their worries were completely justified. For decades, the Ish-Nul had been hunted and captured by slavers. They weren’t weak people, but sometimes, there were odds they couldn’t overcome. That ended when they became the leaders of the cities and their armies. I’d seen to it.

      “I still don’t understand what I’m supposed to do,” Enra said. She was sitting in one of the chair-like protrusions inside the Xeno ship, sliding her nails across the part that served as an armrest.

      “You’re an envoy,” I said, sitting in a chair next to her. “Your job is fairly simple. You’ll learn about the culture of the people on the next planet. If they’re civilized, they’ll feed you, give you nice things to drink, and try to become your best friend. That’s how politics work, because later on, they’ll want a favor. Just remember, politicians are sneaky—at least all the ones I’ve met are. What they give with one hand, they take with the other.

      “Our mission is first to make friends—as many as we can. Allies will help us in the war. The advice I want to give is for them to destroy any Xeno queens that may be on their planet, or to prevent infestation in the first place. If they can do that, it’ll be one more planet the Xeno won’t be able to capture.”

      Yaltu sat meditating, like she often did. Her job was easy. She’d be a friend, the peacemaker, and the matron of the team. Her affinity with animals and her ability to calm other creatures could come in quite handy if negotiations didn’t go as planned.

      “Ish-Nul is dumb!” the vrak growled.

      I thought about asking Skrew to take a break from his repairs. The last time Reaver had suggested it, Skrew clenched all four of his fists and waved them under her nose. Reaver stared up at the vrak, who was more than a foot taller than her, with an expression that matched my feelings. We couldn’t believe, after all we’d been through and after everything he’d seen, he would even think about it. In the end, the vrak had come to his senses, apologized, and offered to kill the first creature he saw on the next planet for her to eat. She’d declined.

      Reaver and I had spoken about it that evening. Something was wrong with the vrak. Whether his species didn’t do well on starships, or something else was going on, we weren’t sure. In fact, no one seemed to be doing particularly well.

      Reaver and I had served in the Martian Storm Marines for years. We had experience aboard starships making long journeys. Those who were new to it might become restless, but we’d never seen anything like what was happening aboard Javelin. People were losing their minds. The Void-touched didn’t seem to be as affected, but we weren’t immune either. The whole situation with Skew was getting on all our nerves.

      The vrak wanted to be able to fix his prize himself—a goal I fully supported. He’d earned the mech when he captured it during the battle to rescue Nyna from the powerplant back on Druma. He swore he’d be able to fix it, pilot it, and put it to good use. As far as piloting and using it, he had been absolutely correct. Repairing it, however, was another matter.

      Skrew didn’t learn new skills easily. He was fascinated by the tools Reaver demonstrated, and he was eager to learn, but he was also impatient. Before I’d allowed him to work on his mech, I’d disarmed it. The power couplers necessary to allow it to move and fire its weapons were sitting in a bag on the deck next to me.

      I sat on the floor and leaned against the bulkhead, warily watching Beatrix grow more agitated. It was time to do something before she killed him. Based on the flexing and coiling of her tentacles, I didn’t think that was far away.

      As I got up, I gave Beatrix my best calming smile and motioned to her that I’d go take care of it. I needed my team to be at their best. We were on a mission to rescue my shipmates and Marines from the Revenge, the captured Xeno destroyer of my ill-fated mission. There were supposed to be some on the planet we were heading to, but Nyna wasn’t sure how many.

      I ducked through the hatch into the big, brightly lit room and found the floor littered with tools, some of them broken. “Skrew?” I said.

      The vrak stopped banging a tool against whatever he thought he was fixing and peeked over the top of the 9-foot war machine. His expression was sour, but it softened when he saw me.

      “Yes?” he asked.

      “I think it’s time you take a break. You probably need one. I think we all need one.”

      “B-but Skrew is to be fixing, yes?” he whined. “Is to know the knobs, and the power, and the many things for to mech-kill and destroy. Make for mech fingers to squish? Pop many heads off Xeno. And squish! Must learn, Jacob!”

      “I understand,” I said, “I’m sure Nyna and Reaver don’t want to do all the repairs themselves, so it’s great that you’re learning. But the cursing, yelling, and dropping tools are starting to get on everyone’s nerves.”

      “Stupid Ish-Nul tool on Skrew’s nerves!” the vrak growled.

      “Uh, guys?” Nyna said loudly from the bridge. “The ship’s doing weird shit; I don’t know what’s going on.”

      At the moment, I had bigger things to worry about, the 6-foot tentacled warrior being first on the list. I trusted Nyna to deal with things like the ship doing “weird shit.” Nobody else was nearly as good with technology.

      “Skrew!” Beatrix roared through the open hatch. “Stop making all the damned noise!”

      This was tame compared with the language everyone else used, but coming from Beatrix’s beautiful and always so polite lips, it sounded like the last cry of a dying world.

      Skrew must’ve thought the same thing. It frightened him so badly, he dropped an entire handful of tools. He dove for them as they fell, ending up sprawled out on the floor with all four of his hands and his mouth full of rusty, twisted metal.

      I heard the impact knock the wind out of him, but he made no further movements or sounds. He stared up at the powerful, tentacled warrior like a cornered rabbit, all eyeballs and shivers.

      “Oh,” Beatrix said as she covered her mouth with her hand. “Why did I say that?”

      “Guys?” Nyna said from the front of the ship.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Reaver asked from somewhere behind Beatrix.

      “Um, everyone?” Nyna said with more urgency.

      Skrew whimpered.

      “Please,” Enra said from somewhere behind Reaver, “let’s all take a moment—”

      “Stop making noise!” Beatrix said. She’d balled her hands into fists, and her tentacles writhed on her head like fire.

      “Hey, people!” Nyna shrieked from the front of the ship. “Get over here and stop fighting right now!”

      The outraged edge to Nyna’s voice was enough to snap us out of our trance.

      “The ship is doing some weird shit, you know? I think I need some help—”

      Her words were interrupted by a short cry from Yaltu.

      “What the hell?” Reaver said. She sounded equal parts angry and surprised.

      “Stay there,” I whispered to Skrew before Beatrix and I left to find out what was happening.

      “She’s in here!” Reaver said. She was trying to get her fingers into the tight-fitting seam of one of the bedroom doors. “The door won’t open!”

      “It’s trying to eject Yaltu!” Nyna said. “It’s trying to open a vent to the outside! It’s going to kill her!”

      “What is going to kill her?” Beatrix asked.

      “The ship! Javelin is trying to kill her! I’m holding the hatch closed, but just barely. The ship is panicked! It—”

      I didn’t hear the rest of her words. A loud whistling had begun to my right. I knew exactly what it was, and I knew I didn’t have time to do anything other than react. I turned and grabbed both sides of the armored plates Javelin was separating and forced them together. It fought hard, but it was no match for me. My only hope was that I wouldn’t break the panels. If I did, there’d be no hope for any of us.

      I closed the breach in less than a second, but once I’d finished, the ship began to display its own rage. It yawed right, then rolled around its entire length to the left. The Void-touched found something to hold on to. Nyna was still strapped into her seat. Skrew’s yelps were accompanied by the sound of crashing tools. His mech had been secured to the deck before we launched. I could only wonder what was happening with Yaltu.

      “No!” Reaver shrieked.

      Beatrix had drawn her black-as-ink mace, a Void-tech weapon of incredible power. Reaver was holding on to it, preventing the warrior from striking the door.

      “If you break the door and it’s open to the void... “ Reaver allowed her words to trail off unspoken.

      “Nyna,” I said, “what’s the ship’s status? Why is it doing this?”

      Enra was staying out of the way, both hands over her mouth. She’d found a place to wedge herself into so that she wouldn’t get tossed around the cabin. Her wide-open eyes were trained on mine.

      “I know why,” Yaltu’s voice said from behind the closed hatch. “We’re intruders. It’s defending itself. It wants to cure itself of us, like a body purging itself from infection. If it was only me, I’d say let me go. But I believe it won’t stop with me.”

      “I can’t hold it for long, guys!” Nyna grunted. “Do something!”

      “What can we do?” Beatrix asked.

      They turned to me. I had to think fast.

      “When backed into a corner,” I said, “find something sensitive, and squeeze as hard as you can… Nyna! Is this ship male or female?”

      “What?”

      “Male, or female?”

      “Uh, neither.”

      I was a little disappointed there weren’t any balls to kick. “Does the ship have something sensitive I can flick?”

      “Oh, yeah! Take three big steps to your right. On the ceiling!”

      I took three steps, looked up, and found a hexagon-shaped panel on the ceiling, and flicked it. The ship shuddered. I flicked it harder, and the ship shuddered harder. Stubborn one, aren’t you? I thought.

      I didn’t want to kill the only thing protecting us from the cold vacuum of space, but it had to learn. So, I planted my thumb against the panel and slowly began to apply pressure. The ship shuddered, shook, and began to rattle violently.

      “Any time you want to let her go, I’ll stop!” I roared.

      A few seconds later, the hatch that had closed over the room Yaltu was in swung open. I removed my thumb from the panel and was satisfied to see a small dent. A repair bug was already at work fixing it, but it would help to remind Javelin who was in charge.

      Beatrix and Reaver caught Yaltu as she rushed out. They lowered her to the floor and held on to each other tightly. I turned to check on Skrew, who I thought might have been injured by the flying tools. He wasn’t. Instead, he was gathering his tools into the plain leather bag the Ish-Nul had given him. He was suddenly the very picture of calm.

      It made me wonder how the Martian scientists had fared against the huge ship they’d captured for my ill-fated mission. If they’d discovered the potential for the ship to turn against them, they must have found a way to calm the ship—or worse… to lobotomize it. All I’d needed to do was captain the vessel. There was enough Martian tech aboard to take care of everything else. The thought of it reminded me of the dragons I’d attempted to rescue. There was enough mind-control tech to turn them into violent killing machines, completely devoid of whatever personalities they had started with.

      “It worked,” Nyna said.

      “Yes,” Yaltu agreed. “Javelin’s a wild animal. We’ve taken it from its environment and from those it knows. We have torn it from its mother's womb and made it do something it wouldn’t normally do. Javelin isn’t comfortable, but it is being obedient.”

      “Here,” Nyna said. “Check this out. I learned a new trick. Oh, and everyone should take a seat. We’re approaching the new planet.”

      I watched the woman’s hands move across the control board in front of her. The organic input device resembled a cobblestone road, worn by time. She tapped some stone-like armor plates and tickled others. The whole time, she wore the interface device we’d decided to call a brain-spider.

      It wrapped its 10 long, skinny legs over her head and was attached to the ship by a finger-thick umbilical that disappeared into a gap in the ceiling. By placing the device on her head, she was able to know what the ship was doing, could issue simple commands, and “see” outside the ship. We hadn’t discovered which organ or organs the ship could see with, though it worked all the same. Nyna had the idea that there might not be one sense organ in particular but that the ship “saw” by using all of its senses at once. I had no reason to argue, and it was Nyna who was getting most “intimate” with the tech-creature. She’d know.

      Shortly after, the armored plates on the floor began to shift and move until they formed themselves into vague representations of chairs, which looked like they’d been designed by someone who’d heard what chairs looked like but had never seen one in person. There were enough there for each of us, but I took the chair next to Nyna. I needed to see what was happening outside the ship.

      I took my seat and stared up at the second brain-spider. Its slowly moving legs looked like they were trying to reach out and caress me. I’d never been fond of real spiders, and the thought of placing one on my head had never entered my mind we entered the Xeno ship. Still, there was a job to do, so I did it.

      As soon as I pulled the organic interface down and placed it on my head, it began to settle in. It shifted a few times, moved its legs around, and tightened its grip a little before becoming still. A moment later, the universe I knew disappeared. It was replaced by the universe as Javelin saw it.

      Everything looked the same. The difference was that I could see everything around and inside the ship at once. It was like looking at the world through a million eyes, being everywhere and nowhere at once. The sensation made my head swim for a moment, as it always did, but I recovered quickly. 

      The new planet looked similar to Druma. I spotted a single moon, much larger than any I’d seen before, orbiting the green and blue planet. Huge ice caps at both poles suggested an ice age had recently ended. It was a lot of land and sea to cover in our search for what might remain of the Xeno who fled their hive, though.

      “We need to look for something that stands out,” I said to Nyna, “even though we’ve never seen this planet before. If we see anything obvious, we’ll destroy it with the ship’s weapons. Keep it simple, right?”

      “Right,” Nyna said.

      Through the interface, I could tell she was concentrating. The ship was distracted, doing its best to search the surface of the planet, though we were still far away.

      “Ugh,” Nyna mumbled. “Hold on a sec—this ship is a fickle bitch. She’s trying to get rid of the chairs I made for everyone. It’s not hurting her; she just doesn’t want to keep them in place.”

      I raised my thumb over my head. It was the same thumb that had caused Javelin a lot of pain not too long ago. The ship jerked slightly to the right as it flinched.

      “Oh, nevermind,” Nyna said, “it stopped. Weird…  Whoa! What’s that?”

      I noticed the twisted, knotted shape cresting the planet’s horizon the same moment she did.

      “It’s a hive,” I said. “And it makes the one we escaped from by the skin on our teeth seem like a Xeno studio apartment.”
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      The huge hive orbiting the planet had tubes and tunnels connecting the various spheres, cones, and other geometric shapes that arced far outside the main structure, like a knot slowly coming undone.

      It was shiny, resembling mother of pearl. As we crossed into the planet’s shadow, the hive all but disappeared. The moon was on the other side, and though the sky was brilliant with billions of stars, they weren’t enough to illuminate the base of our enemy.

      “What’s the plan?” Nyna asked.

      The rest of the team was silent. The Javelin, like all Xeno ships I’d encountered, had no windows or portholes. It made the ships tougher, but also created a claustrophobic feeling for those accustomed to seeing their surroundings. Every jolt could be a normal flight hiccup or a signal we were entering an asteroid belt.

      “Let’s get close,” I said. “But I don’t know if these things have any kind of external defenses, so let’s be careful.

      “Also, don’t fire on the hive unless we’re attacked directly. We might have people in there, people we can still save. I don’t want to kill them if there’s any way we can help them. But I don’t want to die, either.”

      My first responsibility was to my team. My second was rescuing anyone who could be rescued.

      As we approached, I began noticing more details about the hive. Small clouds of debris floated among the wreckage of tunnels, sphere-shaped rooms, and junctions. Some of the hull might still be sealed, but based on its condition, I didn’t think there were many places a trapped Marine or sailor could hole up.

      “I wish we had scanners,” I said, speaking more to myself than anyone else.

      “Scanners?” Nyna asked.

      “They’re tools on board a ship that allow you to see outside,” I explained. “But more than that, they allow you to see things you couldn't normally see with just your eyes. Things like power conduits, heat sources, and other vulnerable areas of enemy ships.”

      “What do you see?” Reaver asked, obviously unable to contain her curiosity.

      “The hive is big,” I said, “way bigger than the last one. But I can see breaches everywhere. And… we’ve got incoming! Buggers! Looks like two of them!”

      Two small Xeno craft began twisting their way through the remains of the hive. They were headed for us, and based on their speed and their unwavering trajectories, it didn’t look like they were happy to see another Xeno vessel in the area. It seemed they knew their kin wasn’t behind the helm. 

      The craft looked similar to the ones we’d fought on Druma. During one of our many group discussions on board Javelin, we’d decided to start referring to them as buggers, after the colloquial term the MSM used. The only objection had come from Skrew, who insisted on calling them “boogers”.

      Nyna twisted the ship around hard, gaining some distance from our pursuers, before turning our vessel to face them. 

      “Kill them?” she asked.

      “Please do,” I said.

      The two hostile Xeno ships converged. I waited for Nyna to fire on them, but nothing happened. A moment later, the two Xeno vessels began firing. Nyna furrowed her brow as she twisted the ship, and it rolled through space to avoid their fire. Her passengers grunted and held on tight.

      “Javelin won’t shoot!” Nyna said. 

      “Is there a problem with the weapons?” I asked.

      “She can shoot, but she’s refusing! I’m trying as hard as I can. She’s fighting me!”

      “Javelin is feeling anxious,” Yaltu said. “She doesn’t want to fire on the other ships. I can sense her conflict. She wants to obey her pilot, but her nature forbids it.”

      Nyna grunted as the ship rolled hard. “Sounds about right. Anything we can do to recode her nature? If not, we’re gonna die!”

      “Yaltu,” I said. “Can you help Javelin?” 

      “I’ll try.”

      I watched through Javelin as Yaltu placed her hand on the part of the seat that served as an armrest. It began to glow with a pink aura that spread down the length of the chair. Yaltu was feeding it pheromones, and it was being calmed and reassured. I was amazed at her ability to communicate with creatures as different as Xeno.

      “I have started, but it’s…” Yaltu’s words trailed off as a new expression settled on her face. It was the look of dread—of watching someone you care for march toward the gallows, a prisoner unfairly convicted and fighting to save their own life.

      The image the brain-spider transferred into my mind began to slip and disconnect. I could sense Javelin was doing her best to hold on, but she was struggling to maintain control against Yaltu and Nyna’s onslaught.

      The ship bucked three times in rapid succession. Her sluggish movements had allowed the buggers to get a few clean shots in to the hull. From what I could see through the brain-spider, the damage appeared to be minor.

      A moment later, I felt and heard a snap. It came through the brain-spider, and with it came a flood of emotions. Although it disappeared as fast as it occurred, I had to catch my breath after.

      “It worked!” Nyna said. “Time to blow up some Xeno buggers!”

      I checked on Yaltu and noticed her posture had changed. Instead of sitting upright in her chair as she had before, she had her elbows on her knees and her face buried in her hands. She was crying. I wanted to go to her, but we were in the middle of a battle.

      Nyna spun the ship hard to the left, throwing each of us painfully to the right. “Sorry,” she said. “It’s more responsive now. The ship is handling great. Woohoo!”

      I smiled. Nyna was having the time of her life, and she’d finally found a home among the other warriors.

      There was only one ship in front of us. It was cutting through, over, and around the exposed passageways and rooms of the hive. Nyna took two shots at it but missed. The green beams tore through a hive passageway, turning it to powder. I noticed there wasn’t any gas venting out. That passageway hadn’t been pressurized.

      “Sorry,” she said. “Still learning how to fly this thing, you know?”

      “You’re doing fine,” I told her. It was time for some pilot training. “Relax. You’re trying too hard. Get a feel for the controls. Communicate with the ship. Quit trying to force it.”

      I shifted my view so that I could look at the pilot. She had her tongue sticking out of the side of her mouth, and her lips were pressed together hard.

      “Relax,” I told her as she took a hard left, rolled, and stomped on the throttle.

      “I am relaxed!” She tucked her tongue back into her mouth.

      “That’s more like it. Now, where’s the other one?”

      “It… I… don’t know,” she whispered.

      I changed my point of view again and checked behind us. The other bugger was back there, but it looked like it was out of range.

      “I found it,” I said. “It’s chasing us, but it’s still pretty far back, so don’t let it distract you. I’ll keep an eye on it. Just watch the one you’re chasing.

      “Most pilots have a pattern they like to follow. This one’s probably a harbinger, so it won’t be thinking for itself. Once you figure out what its pattern is, the next one should be easier. Concentrate, take the shots when you can, and watch.”

      “Skrew is barf!” the vrak warned.

      “Oh dear,” Yaltu said.

      “Please do not,” Beatrix said.

      The ship shuddered, and I felt something like a tiny ice cube being pressed against my mind.

      “We’ve been hit,” I said, “but we’re okay. It's minor. Don’t panic. I think the bugger behind us is hoping it can worry you enough that you do something dangerous and kill us by accident. You’d be saving it the trouble.”

      “Okay,” Nyna replied as she took a wide turn.

      I wasn’t worried. Nyna listened to me, and I trusted her. Whatever she was doing was on purpose, so I closed my mouth and watched as her plan played itself out.

      “Hang on, everybody!” she said.

      A moment later, we were slammed into our left armrests, then against the backs of our seats before a burst of electric-green fire from Javelin’s weapons struck the ship we were chasing. It split into four pieces a second before each of the pieces exploded like fireworks and vanished into the darkness.

      “Got one!” Nyna said. “And here comes my next play-thing!”

      The other bugger, lured to us by the wide turn she’d taken, was turned into a slowly expanding cloud of bug-matter within seconds.

      “Whew!” Nyna exclaimed. “That was a ride. The ship didn’t like doing that, but it performed great. Both buggers destroyed. We took a hit, but this ship comes with its own repair bugs—the little red ones, you know? They’re already working on it.”

      I checked on Yaltu again. She’d placed her hands back on the armrests of her seat. The aura around her hands was blue instead of red. Also, instead of glowing like a sunburn, it made little tendrils across the deck and bulkheads. She was soothing the ship.

      Her face was streaked with dried tears, and her eyes were closed. I wasn’t sure what she’d gone through, but I appreciated it.

      “Let’s go back in,” I said to Nyna. “We don’t have any time to waste. If there’s a queen among the wreckage, she knows we’re here.”

      I changed what I was seeing to mirror what Nyna was looking at. She was searching the most obvious spots of the hive first. Then, she moved to secondary locations. Every time she found one that looked promising, she inspected it in detail. Once she found a breach, it was off the list of possible hiding places.

      With no threats immediately apparent, I pulled the brain-spider off my head and got up to check on the team.

      Skrew was asleep. He’d curled up in his chair with a finger in one of his ears. I hoped his calm would last this time.

      Reaver was watching me carefully. I gave her a wink and a small smile. It was the most I could manage at the time.

      Enra looked like she was exhausted.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, squatting down next to her as I placed a hand on her forearm.

      “Yes,” she said, “but that was scary. I’m looking forward to being out of this thing as soon as we can. How much longer?”

      “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “Nyna is checking the rest of the hive now, but it doesn't look promising. If we don’t find anything, we’ll destroy the hive, just to make sure there’s no place for the queen to hide. I want to make sure we don’t kill anyone we might be able to save.”

      “I understand,” Enra said.

      Her people lived in wide-open meadows and lightly wooded forests. They hunted huge sea creatures from the beaches with ballistae the size of their log-cabin homes. They were used to open skies and being able to see their enemies. Being aboard a ship with no way of knowing what was outside was more than she wanted to handle. Her people were also strong, which is why she was able to push through her fear. I kissed her forehead and gave her a hug. She smelled sweet, her breath was warm, and she held onto me tightly for a full minute before letting go. The sparkle in her eyes had returned.

      Yaltu, though, was a different matter. I sat on the deck in front of her and gently stroked her leg to let her know I was there. She was still wearing the dark tunic that had become her favorite. The thin fabric rose high on her neck with short sleeves. The pants almost touched her ankles and were loose enough that I could slip my hand inside the leg to stroke her powerful calves.

      Beatrix watched me in silence. When I made eye contact, she offered me a small smile and nodded toward Yaltu with a concerned expression.

      “Yaltu,” Enra said, leaning over. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

      Yaltu sighed deeply. “Javelin fought against me.”

      “But you won, right?” Enra asked. “You defeated it?”

      “I did,” Yaltu confirmed, raising her face but looking at no one. “But to save us, I had to break Javelin’s will. I had to fight against it and feed it the scents that would cause it to become peaceful. I had to defeat its spirit. I may have ruined it.

      “I felt the moment it surrendered. It was like its universe had ended, and it did not care if it lived or died. It only wanted me to stop.”

      I thought back to the snapping sensation I’d received across the ship’s organic network. It felt as though a great tension had been released. I hadn’t realized what it was. I also had to remind myself that, in ancient Earth culture, we’d done the same thing to horses. And by doing so, mankind had been able to spread across the land, deliver messages to each other, develop libraries, find cures to all major and minor diseases, and, of course, make war. It was a mixed bag, but knowing the Javelin wouldn’t leave us stranded somewhere because it disagreed with what we wanted it to do was a relief.

      “But you saved us,” Enra whispered. “You did it for the team—for all of us.”

      Yaltu turned and smiled weakly at the Ish-Nul. “I did. And I would do it again. But it was not an easy thing to do. I will be fine. I only need some time.”

      I kissed her gently on the lips. She raised a hand and held my mouth against hers for several seconds before letting go.

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      I stroked her hair once, checked on the others, who nodded or smiled, and returned to the seat next to Nyna.

      “Anything?” I asked as I reattached the brain-spider.

      “Nope, nothing. I don’t see one place where a queen could just hang out and act like nothing was wrong, you know? This thing’s about as old as they get, I’m guessing. Probably older than the last one, and that one seemed ancient.”

      “Let’s leave nothing to chance then. Start shooting. Don’t leave anything intact. I want to see the queen’s flabby body burst to bits.”

      “My pleasure,” Nyna said. I could hear the smile in her voice.

      Several minutes later, Nyna had piloted Javelin, looping and spinning, through the remains of the hive. The damage was complete. All that remained was a cloud of pieces, the biggest of which might have been the size of a dinner plate. But nowhere did I see the queen’s body.

      “Where’s the queen?” Nyna asked.

      “No queens?” Skrew asked. “Skrew was sleeps, but now is not. No queens?”

      “Doesn't look like it,” I said.

      “Maybe Xeno eats it?”

      I laughed. “If only it was that easy. No, I don’t think so. They protect their queen.”

      “Maybe queen on planet?”

      “I was hoping we’d find it here in the hive. But it doesn’t look like it’s going to be that easy. So, yeah, it’s got to be on the planet.”

      “And I think I know where,” Nyna said. “Look.”

      She used Javelin’s eyes to zoom in on a patch of land surrounded by a forest and rolling, grassy hills. I thought I could make out the borders of a huge, walled city, but I wasn’t sure. The one feature that made it different was the fact that the land was arid, though not quite a desert.

      “What could’ve done that?” Nyna asked. “That’s crazy, right? I mean, look at it.”

      She was right. It didn’t seem natural. I suspected the Xeno had a weapon I hadn’t seen yet.

      “What do you see?” Beatrix asked, breaking her long silence.

      “It’s hard to describe,” Nyna said. “The whole planet’s kind of like Druma, you know? All trees, hills—sure, some ugly stuff here and there--but kind of just like Druma.”

      “And I know just the ugly place for us to land. Make straight for that city in the dead land, dear pilot!”

      “Yes, sir.”
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      Nyna didn’t have any reentry experience, so we took our time reaching the surface.

      Javelin, though, did most of the piloting corrections. Self-preservation, it seemed, was a fantastic motivator to help us not burn her up in the atmosphere. Even though the ship rattled violently during reentry, Skrew managed to sleep through it all. Several days of griping had worn the vrak out.

      The dry area we’d spotted earlier was on the nighttime side of the planet. We were still too far away to make out any details, even with the exceptional vision Javelin provided. The obvious thing I noticed was all the lights. The city we were headed to glowed like a miniature sun against the inky blackness of the world around it. It wasn’t the only source of light, but among the dozen or so other cities and towns, it was the brightest.

      “It’s beautiful,” Nyna whispered. “It kinda looks like it's on fire, you know?”

      “It is beautiful,” I said. “And it means they know how to produce power. At least enough for what we’re seeing. That’s promising. Maybe they’re powerful enough to have killed their queen already.”

      It didn’t explain their landscape, however. I guessed their power source might be causing the land to look like that. It wasn’t a comforting thought. What kind of power source would dry the land and kill the plant life around it? Even ancient fission reactors didn’t do that.

      “Come in low,” I said to Nyna. “If we approach them too high or too fast, it might look aggressive. Take your time while we look for a place to land.”

      Nyna slowly descended to about a hundred feet off the surface. We approached the city from the west, skimming low over the tall forests. The trees seemed to move more than I would have expected them to in the wind. I had to remind myself that, because we were on a new planet, everything might be different.

      The landscape surrounding the city revealed it was once as lush as these forests. But the moment we crossed an invisible line, the trees began to resemble strangled weeds. Their skeletal remains were ghosts of a temperate past.

      “We could turn around and land in the forest,” Nyna offered. “That way, the ship would be harder to find.”

      “We could,” I said, “but there are two problems with that idea. First, we don’t know anything about the local plant life. We could find out if the trees are dangerous in a hurry and settle the issue, but I’d rather not waste any more time than we need to. Second, if we left the ship behind, it would also mean leaving you behind to make sure nobody stole or destroyed it. I’d rather have you with me in case we need your technical skills.”

      Nyna sat in silence for several seconds. “Too bad we don’t have communicators, you know? Then, if you had any trouble, you could call me in to blast ‘em with Javelin’s big guns.”

      “That would be ideal. But here’s what we’ll do. Approach the city but slow down as you approach. Pick a spot about a quarter-mile away and set us down. It should be a respectable-enough distance that we don’t look like too much of a threat. Hopefully, they’ll send an envoy to find out who we are and why we’re here. Then, Enra and I can begin practicing our diplomacy.”

      “I don’t know if I’m ready to be a diplomat,” Enra said, her voice barely above a whisper. “What if I say the wrong thing? What if I start a war? That happens, right? Wars start because of stuff people say, right?”

      “I won’t leave you alone, not even for a minute. You’ll do fine. It’s a job you grow into. There are no official rules except to do your best to show respect for the customs and traditions of others. It’s fine to make little mistakes.

      “Just relax, be yourself, and show interest in everything they say, even if it’s dull as hell. Keep your flattery to a minimum. You’ll flatter them enough just by watching and listening.”

      Enra nodded, leaned back in her chitinous seat, and chewed on a fingernail. It was a habit she’d picked up over the last couple of days. It seemed that stepping out of her comfort zone worried her more than the Xeno buggers had.

      “Landing now,” Nyna said. “Oh, look, their big front door-gate-thingy is opening!”

      I returned my attention to the city. A section of the wall had opened up, and a beautiful beam of blue-white light lanced into the darkness like the edge of a knife. Shadows revealed several approaching vehicles.

      The city walls were taller than they’d looked from far above, at least 50 feet high. They tapered as they rose, which, if their engineering was similar to that of Mars, meant the base of the walls could easily be 20 feet thick.

      When I zoomed in, I noticed a symbol was inlaid in the wall every 50 feet or so. The symbols were at least 15 feet tall and looked to be made of gold. The image was of a fancy sword surrounded by what appeared to be two layers of laurels. The point was facing down, and the hilt was topped by a large star. I wasn’t sure what it meant, but it looked like the right kind of place to find the dominant species on the planet.

      “Okay,” I said to Nyna, “stay in the ship. Don’t fire the weapons unless we’re fired upon—and if we are, don’t hold back. We’ll make our way back to you, but keep the ship on the ground as long as you can so that we have a chance to get aboard.

      “If these people have encountered the Xeno before, they might not take kindly to an enemy warship being so close to their city. I’m hoping if we park far enough away, they’ll be more curious than frightened.”

      “You got it,” she replied. “If they shoot, turn ‘em to ashes. If not, don’t.”

      “That’s the gist of it,” I said.

      “Skrew is bored,” the vrak whined from his seat. “And is hungry.”

      “Eat later,” I told him. “We’ve got three vehicles headed our way. With any luck, the people running the city are not only civilized but have some tasty food for you.”

      “Ohh…” the vrak breathed.

      The three flat-topped transports started out in a column formation, as if they were following a road. As they approached within about an eighth of a mile, they began to separate. One parked in front of us while the others took positions roughly equi-distant from each other to our left and right.

      Each was loaded with neat formations of troops, 20 per transport. When the vehicles stopped, they hopped off in an orderly fashion and quickly spread out, completely encircling us.

      “That doesn’t look very friendly,” Nyna said.

      “What is it?” Reaver asked. “What are they doing?”

      She and Beatrix were leaning forward in their seats. They looked like they were ready for trouble. I had to put them at ease before they started digging their fingers into their living armrests.

      “Looks like they’re being cautious,” I said. “I don’t think they mean us any immediate harm. They’ve parked their craft here, there, and there. They’ve disembarked some troops, but they aren’t pointing anything at us.”

      They weren’t, but what they were doing I found difficult to explain. Every soldier was covered be shiny blue armor under and they carried long spear-like polearms. The long spears were fitted with leaf-shaped heads, and each glowed with an inner light that hinted at the power of the weapons.

      As one, every other soldier took two steps forward and thrust the butt of its spear into the ground. I waited to see what would happen next, but that seemed to be it. We weren’t attacked, nobody seemed to be injured, and neither Nyna nor Yaltu warned us the ship was stressed. It had to be part of some kind of ceremony.

      I looked forward to finding the person in charge. We wouldn't stay any longer than we needed to, but they needed to know what was coming for them, or if they’d already encountered the Xeno, what they could expect the second time around if they didn’t kill the queen.

      I could tell them about the elite Xeno knights I’d discovered in the queen’s antechamber. I knew their weaknesses and their strengths. With my information and a few of their best, the knights wouldn’t stand a chance.

      “What do we do now?” Nyna asked.

      “We wait,” I said.

      A moment later, the soldiers who hadn’t stepped forward tilted their polearms toward us in a gesture that was universally unfriendly. I decided I’d seen enough, and it was time to let them know we weren’t interested in a fight. I’d leave, give them a few days to get used to the idea of us being on the planet, and try it again later. The last thing I wanted to do was destroy an entire army in an effort to bring peace, but it was better than allowing the Xeno another stronghold in the galaxy.

      “I’ve seen enough,” I said to Nyna. “We didn’t come here to start a fight. Head south, and we’ll find a secluded spot somewhere to settle down. We’ll talk about our next move afterward.”

      “Right,” she said, directing Javelin to climb into the air.

      We came to an abrupt, violent stop only a second later.

      “What the shit?” Nyna said. She tried several more times, but we seemed to have reached a barrier.

      “It’s a forcefield,” I said. “Shoot your way through it. Aim high so that when you break through you, we don’t end up vaporizing any of the troops.”

      “Javelin is agitated,” Yaltu said. “I am soothing her, but her fear is growing.”

      “She doesn’t like being trapped,” Nyna confirmed. “Firing now!”

      I watched as two electric-green beams shot out from our ship and impacted the forcefield. When they hit, blue sparks of energy radiated outward and illuminated the entire barrier. The staves the soldiers had jabbed into the dirt were somehow linking together to form the shield.

      Nyna tried moving forward, then backward, all to the same effect. A few seconds later, she tried shooting her way out as she pushed the ship against the spot she was firing at.

      “This isn’t working!” she growled. “It’s too tough! I don’t think we can get through!”

      The soldiers simply stood their ground and waited.

      “Stop firing,” I said. “This is going to have to be solved the old-fashioned way.”

      “What’s the old-fashioned way?” she asked, turning off the green breams.

      “Brute force. Land Javelin and be ready on the guns, but don’t shoot unless it looks absolutely necessary. I’ll try talking to them, but it looks like they’ve already made up their minds. If we have to fight them, let’s try not to kill any.”

      “Skrew is to squash with mech?” he said eagerly.

      “No,” Reaver sighed. “Squashing would be killing. We’re trying to not kill them. Get it?”

      “But they keeps us here,” Skrew whined. “And mech is making good fix. Is ready to squash.”

      “Which is why you’re staying here,” I said. “To keep Nyna safe in case they get past us.” I didn’t think that would happen, but I wanted Skew to feel like he was participating so that he wouldn't exit the ship and make things worse.

      I removed the brain-spider and allowed it to raise itself back into its ready position near the ceiling.

      “Skrew will keeps ugly Nyna for no dead,” he grumbled. “Skrew but want to squash baddies.”

      “Hey!” Nyna exclaimed.

      “Relax,” I said, trying not to smile. “He finds all humans gross; it’s not personal. He just doesn't know what beautiful is.”

      “Still,” she grumbled as she settled the ship on the ground.

      I kissed her at the nape of her neck and felt her shiver beneath the touch. She turned to me with a hungry expression.

      “Later,” I whispered. “For now, just keep the ship and us alive.”

      Nyna’s smile was even more gorgeous when she was reminded she was beautiful. She took a deep breath through her clenched teeth.

      “Enra, your time hasn’t come yet. It looks like the first thing these people need to understand is not to fuck with us. We’re going to go outside and teach them a few manners. Once that’s accomplished, you’re going to have a little bit of a mess to clean up—bruised bodies and prides. Sorry about that.

      “Reaver, Beatrix, let’s go. We’re trying not to kill any of them, but if they leave you no choice, we’ll kill them all.”

      “Roger that,” Reaver said, removing her kusari-fundo from around her neck. She fingered the small links of the chain for a moment before giving the weapon an experimental swing. It sang as the weighted end spun through the air.

      Reaver hefted her Void-tech mace and tapped it against her opposite palm. “I hope they learn quickly, or there may be a few dozen smashed skulls soon.”

      “As do I,” I agreed. “Let’s go say hello to our rude hosts.”

      Nyna opened the ship’s aft hatch. We walked past Skrew’s big, hulking mech, and for a moment, I was tempted to ask him to join the fight. But he didn’t have a way to subdue an enemy. His junkyard construction was all about destroying. Two huge hands connected to equally large arms sprouted from both sides just beneath its nonexistent neck. The left one had a series of greasy pipes all around the fist—a minigun that launched projectiles as big as my thumbnail at several thousand feet per second. Two smaller arms, more manipulators than actual weapons, hung a foot below, also attached to the torso. There was nothing subtle about it.

      “Be ready,” I whispered to my companions as I approached three nervous-looking soldiers manning their forcefield-generating polearms. “Let them make the first move. Then, let them have it.”

      I inspected the soldiers’ uniforms. They all wore gold, medieval-style armor, but only one wore a red sash. He was a 30-year-old human with a perpetual scowl..

      “My name is Jacob,” I said to the young leader. “You’ve trapped my vessel in your forcefield. Where I come from, that is considered an act of aggression. If you do not release my ship, I will be forced to respond, and violence will inconvenience us both.”

      The soldier inspected me from head to toe and paused when he spotted my sword. He paused a bit longer when he spotted my pistol..

      “I am Prefect Balbus of the Dionosii,” he said, “and you are trespassing on Dionos soil.”

      I glanced at the ground and kicked a bone-dry clod of dirt from the rest. “Not much in the way of soil, but I guess if you want to claim it, I won’t argue. I didn’t realize we were trespassing, but I’ll make you a deal.”

      “We’re not interested in any kind of deal you want to make, Cimex slave,” the man growled. “Instead, we have a list of demands. First, surrender your Cimex masters to us. Second, surrender your ship. Third, surrender your weapons.”

      I heard the sound of shifting soil and popping leather to my left. Beatrix was readying herself for the fight she was sure was coming. A gentle tinkle of metal on metal let me know Reaver was ready as well.

      “We are not slaves,” I told the prefect. “We took this ship as a war prize when we defeated a Xeno queen—a Cimex queen. We are not here to make war with your people, but we will not surrender the ship to you, as it is our only—”

      “You will surrender it!” he barked. “If you refuse, I will order my soldiers to slay each and every one of you. We will then destroy your ship and kill all those upon it. This is not a negotiation!”

      “Apparently not,” I sighed.

      The fight was on.
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      The soldiers surrounding my ship couldn’t say I hadn’t given them a chance.

      I drew my sword and thrust it through the forcefield toward the nervous soldier in front of me. As I suspected, Ebon cut through it, draining it of all its strength before the tip pierced the soldier’s polearm. The man’s weapon sputtered once before the field on either side dissipated in a shower of blue sparks.

      “Shit,” he whispered.

      “Yup,” I said.

      Beatrix smashed her mace against the guard’s polearm to her left, bending it in half. Reaver swept the legs out from under the guard to my right with her weighted chain weapon with her first strike and sent the man’s weapon flying with her second.

      “Stand your men down!” I said as I approached the retreating prefect. “Order them to cease their attack, and nobody needs to get hurt.”

      He held his polearm toward my chest with both hands. “Never,” he said through gritted teeth.

      A hard blow struck me in the center of my chest and knocked me off my feet. My Void-tech body armor took most of the hit, but it was powerful. The prefect smiled, but his expression held no mirth. He lowered the tip of his weapon toward my face.

      I lay there and waited for the look most people displayed when they thought they were about to win. The widening of the eyes. The gritting of the teeth. The squint meant to keep the blood of their enemies out of their eyes when they delivered the final blow. The moment I saw it, I rolled to the left.

      The dirt where my head had been erupted like a grenade had detonated underground. I changed direction and rolled again, planning my next attack as the ground erupted again. How was he doing that? There was no time to think, though, so I hit the ground hard with my elbow, caught the polearm with one hand, effectively bringing myself inside of his firing arc, and sliced through the weapon an inch past his forward hand.

      A deep rumble shook the ground. I kicked the prefect in the chest hard enough to knock him down, but not hard enough to kill him, and looked around. It was an earthquake, but none of the soldiers appeared to be bothered by it.

      Another invisible strike hit me in the chest, but the nearest soldier was more than 10 feet away. I remained upright, but the impact slid me back a few feet. The man was focused, and based on where he was staring, I knew his next target was my left leg. I waited for the look again. When he squinted, I moved Ebon toward where I’d expected his next invisible strike to hit.

      A shower of sparks revealed what was happening.

      “Forcefield weapons!” I called out to my companions. “Treat them like thrown spears! Use your intuition!”

      From the corner of my eye, I could see Reaver spinning both ends of her weapon above her head. A soldier who was at least 10 feet from her thrust his weapon in her direction. She spun, stepped to the side, and lashed out at where a spear would have been if that would have been what he had thrown. The guard’s weapon was knocked from his hand. Reaver’s second strike hit him squarely on the top of his helmet. He dropped like a sack of potatoes.

      My attention was drawn by two soldiers flying through the air and landing on top of the one in front of me. All three went down in a heap. When the one on top tried to grab for his weapon, I stuck my blade through the device. He recoiled and held his palms out toward me in surrender.

      “Die!” a soldier behind me growled.

      I ducked into a low guard and caught a bit of his strike as it grazed my shoulder. The impact spun me to the right, so I used my own momentum to slash my sword across the invisible field. A shower of sparks let me know I’d hit.

      The man lined up for another shot. He was close, so I grabbed the end of his weapon, yanked it from his grasp, and smacked him on the helmet with it. The gong was loud enough to make my teeth hurt. I almost felt bad for him.

      “Get her!” another guard yelled.

      I snapped my head to the right and found Beatrix on her back, four guards standing above her. They had their weapons pointed at her body but appeared to be hesitating. The prefect was standing near her feet, trying to get them to finish her off.

      “Too slow,” Beatrix said as several of her tentacles stretched out, grabbed the legs of the two men standing near her head, and threw them at the ones by her feet.

      The crash of bone and armor was sickening. The prefect ran toward another group of soldiers, who were arranging themselves into a fighting wall as she stood.

      “They do not learn,” she muttered as she picked up her mace. “We may have to kill them all.”

      “I hope not,” I said as I blocked two more strikes, then sliced through the soldiers' weapons. “I’m trying not to make any new enemies.”

      “They aren’t making it easy,” Reaver grunted. She walked up with one of the guards holding on to the weighted chain wrapped around his neck. “This one, for instance. He’s a good fighter, but I’ve defeated him… what’s this, the third time?” She stared at the guard, waiting for him to respond.

      “Vile witch!” the guard said.

      “Wrong answer,” Reaver said, before punching him in the side of his helmet. He dropped to the ground unconscious, and Reaver retrieved her weapon. “They just don’t stop. They’re going to get themselves killed.”

      “They’re warriors,” I said, turning toward the dozen who’d arranged themselves in a semicircle. The six in front had spread themselves out and were holding their weapons vertically in front of themselves. The five behind them held their polearms out between the others. The prefect was in the rear, whispering orders to his men.

      “I’ll handle this,” I said as I turned to the approaching shield-wall.

      The soldiers had arranged themselves in a classic formation. The idea was to provide an overlapping common defense for those around them. If more than one opponent attacked, the shield wall could be extended, encapsulating them in a protective shell. By confronting them alone, I planned to focus their attacks, making it easier to defeat them. I’d have to be light on my feet, but Ebon would make short work of both their offense and defense.

      “Stand your soldiers down!” I said to Prefect Balbus as I approached. “There’s no need for this to continue any further.”

      “Dionos stands down to no one!” he roared. “We will destroy you and your companions. Your heads will adorn the Great Gate. All who enter Dionos will see and know to fear its army, both enemies and allies alike!”

      I didn’t like to squash commanders in front of their troops when I planned to later make them allies. They never fully recovered, always wondering if they’d done the right thing, or if another plan would have worked. Their men would look upon me with more respect than those appointed over them.

      The defeated commander was also likely to try to regain his or her honor later by some kind of sneak attack. I’d never be able to turn my back on the man again. It was a sad turn of events that Prefect Balbus had left me no choice, but it was his decision to make. He’d live, but he’d regret it.

      “Cease!” a powerful male voice said from some distance away. A sole figure approached, riding on the back of a sinewy creature that resembled a wolf. It was armored on its chest, long muzzle, and front legs. It was a creature bred for fighting, and it looked the part.

      The advancing shield wall, including Prefect Balbus, halted, raised their weapons toward the sky, and stood at rigid attention.

      I sheathed Ebon and motioned to my companions to do the same with their weapons. Reaver would hang hers around her neck and tuck it into her leather shirt. Beatrix would hang hers from her belt.

      I turned to the man who could be nothing less than a general and waited to see what he would do. His armor looked like solid gold, and his helmet was crowned with a plume of long, red feathers. His beard extended beyond the bottom of his open-faced helmet. It was gray, but the way he rode his vicious-looking steed gave no indication that he was elderly or weak. He was a man of experience who knew his limitations and had learned how to overcome them.

      “What’s going on here?” he asked. “Who are these people, and why are so many of my soldiers lying in the dirt?”

      “General,” Balbus said, “these people are invaders. They came in that Cimex ship, and when we attempted to detain them, they opened fire on us. When we attempted to disarm them, they attacked.”

      The general turned to me, studying me with experienced eyes. “You are military, are you not?”

      “I am, or, I was, General,” I said. “I am far from home and don’t know if I’ll ever return. Where I am from, I am a major, a field commander, but below your rank, Sir.”

      The general nodded and turned back to Prefect Balbus. “Why is it you entrapped his ship, Prefect?”

      The man stammered for a moment before answering. “The ship is Cimex, Sir.”

      “That part is obvious, Prefect,” the older man sneered. “I’m not some doddering oaf who can’t see past his own beard.”

      “No, General, I just…” The prefect’s voice trailed off into silence. He opened his mouth to speak, but wisely closed it again.

      The older man turned his steed toward me. The slavering beast growled deep in its chest. The soft sound of a single pebble being ground under a foot told me one of my companions was becoming a bit nervous on my behalf.

      I wasn’t concerned for my safety. The wolf-like beast the general rode was a creature of flesh and blood. Its armor appeared to be designed for pomp and circumstance, not real battle against a heavily armed opponent. It was a mount designed to signify power and authority, and I doubted the general would take the creature into battle.

      He stopped about 15 feet away and dismounted. As soon as he lifted his first leg from the saddle, the prefect ran to his side and took his mount’s reins. The general straightened the tunic beneath his armor and approached within six feet of me. He studied me for a moment before speaking.

      “I don’t know how you do this where you’re from,” the general said, “but here, it is proper for the junior officer to introduce himself first.”

      I took the hint. The man’s demeanor, posture, and tone of voice demanded respect. As he was not truly a superior officer, I did not assume the position of attention but decided to keep it more casual, as a diplomat might do.

      “I am Jacob Berger, Major of Martian Storm Marines. I’m from far away, and I’m on a mission to destroy the Xeno on this planet, starting with their queen. Based on the short conversation I had with your prefect, I believe the creatures you call Cimex are the same.

      “I acquired this starship from an orbiting base—a hive—that I and my team destroyed around another planet named Druma. It is ours now, and it is under our control. We would appreciate it if our ship were not destroyed, as it is our only means of transportation between and among the nearby systems.”

      The general nodded his understanding and studied the ship for a minute before speaking. “Xeno, you say?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “I am General Cassius of Dionos,” he said. “I serve Titus Rufus and the Dionossi Empire. My first loyalty is to the people, and this is why my prefect took the precaution of detaining and attempting to disarm you. Had he thought about the situation and taken his time, I’m sure he would not have engaged you so rudely. I apologize for his behavior.”

      I barely avoided glancing the prefect’s way to judge his reaction. “I appreciate that, General. What’s the next step?”

      Cassius looked over his shoulder toward his prefect before speaking. “First, Prefect Balbus will gather his men, both the injured and the well, and bring them to our healers. Second, he will leave with the understanding that you and your crew are here under my protection. We will bring your vessel into the city. If it requires any tending, you will need but ask. Prefect Balbus will spread the word to the rest of the guard and the citizenry that you enter as my guests and under my protection.”

      He then turned to the younger commander. “I desire this to be so, Prefect. What say you?”

      “It will be done as you say, General,” Balbus replied. He beat his chest armor twice with his right fist before he began issuing orders to his troops. They moved quickly and had most of their injured loaded onto the transports within a few minutes.

      “I don’t see any dead among my men,” the general said, turning his head toward the soldiers on both sides. “I appreciate that. I have no doubt that had you decided to, most if not all would have perished.”

      “Yes, Sir, they would have,” I confirmed. “However, I am here to make peace with your people and to help forge an alliance. I travel with Enra of the Ish-Nul of Druma. She is the envoy from the planet. She is the one you will need to speak with.”

      The general removed his helmet and stepped closer. He made a fist and pointed it straight at me. A second later, he realized I wasn’t sure how to respond, so he nodded toward my right hand. I raised it and pressed it against his. He smiled.

      “This is how we greet our peers,” the older man said. “It displays that we are not holding a weapon and is a sign for all who witness it. This is the greatest official respect I can give you, and the greatest respect you can give me.”

      We dropped our hands a few seconds later. We both turned to look at another flat-topped transport heading our direction. It held one man in robes, which whipped and snapped in the wind, and four heavily armored soldiers.

      “Alas,” the general continued, “I am not in a position to form alliances. Only Titus Rufus may have that honor. Titus is the title of our leader, the head of the Imperial Senate.”

      “And it is an honor I am interested in,” the robed man on the transport called out to us a few seconds later.

      The vehicle stopped 20 feet away. At that distance, I could detect a slight hum from the machine. The body was no more than a foot thick, yet somehow, it contained the power and thrusters necessary to carry a squad of soldiers. I was intrigued, and I hoped Nyna would get a chance to inspect one before we left.

      General Cassius turned to the man, rapped his knuckles on his chest twice, and bowed deeply. He looked up and nodded, indicating that I should do the same, which I did.

      “Titus Rufus,” the general said, a solemn tone to his voice, “may I present Major Jacob Berger of the Martian Storm Marines. He is escorting an envoy from Druma, and these are his companions.”

      “Please, Sir,” I said to the general, “it’s just Jacob now.”

      “Very well,” the general said, “I present to you, Jacob.”

      I thought about holding out my fist for the titus, but it didn’t seem appropriate. Essentially, I was a traveling warrior, a leader in my own right, but different. I didn’t have one place to call my home. I wasn’t backed by an Imperial Senate, nor was I dressed the part of a military commander. To him, I was sure I looked like a rough yokel who couldn’t spell his own name.

      The human was thin, almost to the point of being gaunt. He was old, nearing 80 if my guess was correct. His hair had begun to retreat further from his eyebrows, and the expression on his face was a mix of curiosity and disgust. He held his words, though, and when he noticed me studying his face, he wiped the sour expression away and motioned toward Javelin.

      “Will you introduce me to the rest of your crew and companions?” Rufus asked. “I should like to meet everyone who will be visiting Dionos. It is the capital city of the planet, and proper decorum dictates that I greet every member of an envoy.” His eyes lingered for a long moment on Beatrix, who stood with her arms hung loosely to her sides. I wasn’t certain what the look meant.

      “Yes, Sir,” I said, “of course.” I turned and met Reaver’s bewildered eyes. “Please bring everyone out here. Remind Skrew that these are friends and that he should leave his toy behind.”

      “Right,” Reaver said. She made a little bow, tapped her fist twice against her chest, and hurried back to the Javelin.

      I turned back to the titus, who seemed confused by Reaver’s behavior. He covered his expression with a practiced smile and a little laugh. And, as any good diplomat, he kept his opinions to himself. I hoped my team, especially Skrew, would do the same.

      Nearly a minute later, the team emerged from the ship. Enra was in the lead, Reaver was one step behind and to the left, with the rest forming a gaggle behind her. Skrew looked like it had taken some convincing to make him leave without his weapons. He cowered a bit.

      Rufus studied each of them in turn, but when his eyes fell on Skrew, he frowned openly. “Tell me,” he whispered, pasting the fake smile back onto his face, “how long have you served the vrak?”

      I almost laughed, and for a fraction of a second, the titus’ smile broke.

      “The vrak is our companion,” I said. “He’s not the envoy. I rescued him from some fellow vrak who were going to torture him to death. I needed a guide, and he was in the right place at the right time.”

      “But he’s a vrak,” Rufus whispered out of the corner of his mouth. “We’ve met their kind before. They’re… unpredictable.”

      “And he’s proven his loyalty to me more times than anyone else ever has,” I replied. “He is my companion and will remain so. He is under my protection.”

      Rufus turned his head slowly toward me. I knew I’d pushed a button, but when it came to my friends, I wanted to make sure I was completely clear. Skrew would not be harmed, nor would he be segregated. He would go everywhere I said he could go, period.

      “Very well,” Rufus said, “I shall allow it.”

      I resisted the urge to scoff and instead introduced the envoy. I was impressed by how well she handled the situation. I did catch her wiping sweaty hands on her off-white tunic.

      When Titus Rufus held out his fist, fingers down, she looked at it in confusion.

      “This is how the Dionossi greet those whom they respect,” I said. “You make a fist like he’s doing and hold it to his.”

      Behind the titus, General Cassius nodded and smiled. The rest of the troops, besides those Rufus had brought with him, had already departed.

      Enra stepped forward and pressed her fist against his. “Thank you for welcoming us to your city,” she said.

      “The pleasure is all mine,” he said, a roguish smile pulling at the corners of his mouth. “And might I say, you are a beautiful woman. Did you know, in Dionossi culture, the most permanent and powerful alliances are always between lovers?”

      Enra lowered her fist. “I didn’t know that. You are, clearly, a powerful man. However, no man is as powerful as Jacob, and it is to him my heart and body belong.”

      Titus Rufus and Cassius both shot me a glance. Rufus’ was laced with jealousy, while Cassius looked impressed. The general smiled again but quickly slapped on a stone-cold expression when Rufus turned to him.

      “Please inform the guards that our guests will be bringing their ship into the city. I desire to give them the grand tour,” the titus commanded
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      Titus Rufus led my team to his personal transport, except for Nyna, who piloted Javelin overhead. The heavily armored imperial guards remained on the ground in a basic cover formation while we boarded.

      “Guards is shiny,” Skrew said as we walked past.

      Reaver grabbed his wrist before he could reach out. “It’s not polite to touch the guards,” she whispered. “We’re guests here, so please try to keep your hands to yourself.”

      “That would be wise,” Rufus whispered. “The guards have orders to protect me and themselves at all costs. We wouldn’t want any accidents to happen, would we, vrak?”

      “Skrew,” the vrak said, pointing to himself. “Is name Skrew.” He opened his mouth to speak again and took a deep breath, but Reaver coughed and interrupted him.

      “Please get aboard, Skrew,” she said. “We need to be going.”

      The vrak sighed and climbed aboard, his lips a thin line. He took a spot between Reaver and Beatrix while I left the spot next to Titus Rufus for Enra. Yaltu stood close enough to me that I could feel the warmth of her body. She looked worried, and I took a moment to run my hand gently down her back, reassuring her that I was there and that everything was fine.

      A moment later, Rufus boarded, followed by his guards. With a wave of his hand, the transport came to life. It vibrated under my feet, raised itself off the ground, turned toward the Great Gate, and blasted off. Besides the vibration, the speed was completely unnoticeable.

      Beatrix gasped. “How is it that such a small craft can produce so much thrust?”

      “Well, my dear,” Rufus said, “I don’t worry myself about such things, you know. With the affairs of running the capital and the entire planet, I leave such things to our engineers.

      “I’m told, however, that it’s called an inertial dampener. Suffice it to say that this technology, and many others, are produced here in Dionos. We have some of the finest engineers on the planet and, I dare say, the galaxy.”

      “So you’ve met engineers from all major solar systems and planets in the galaxy?” Beatrix asked. She’d phrased it in such a way that she might sound either impressed, or subtly mocking.”

      “No, I haven’t,” Rufus said, turning to give her a severe look. “My supposition was based on the fact that any civilization that possessed superior technology would likely find a way to make it to this planet. Once here, my scientists say they would seek to conquer us, or at least rid themselves of those less advanced than they. It would be much the same way that those in other cities seek to destroy pest infestations, which, of course, we don’t have here. And since we have not seen any technology greater than our own, it is safe to say that such technology does not exist.”

      Beatrix was quiet for a moment before she said, “Indeed.”

      Rufus turned back around, and with a motion of his hand, brought the transport to a stop. “This is the Great Gate,” he said, waving both arms at the polished gold gates. They were just beginning to open, and although they likely weighed thousands of tons, the hinges were completely silent.

      “Our engineers fabricated the mechanism that opens and closes the gold-clad doors. Underneath is some other sort of metal. I don’t remember what they call it, but it’s supposed to be very hard. It was just a happy accident that my upgrades to the Great Gate also happened to be what saved us some years ago. I do think of some delightful things.” He laughed maniacally at his own cleverness.

      Reaver and I shot each other a look, an unspoken message of mistrust. Martian politicians were severely scrutinized by their citizens. A momentary lapse of judgment or a poor decision could end up costing a Martian leader his or her freedom, or even their life.

      “Is so much gold,” Skrew breathed. He was holding on to Reaver for support and looked like he might fall over. “So much gold.”

      Rufus giggled. “If you’re impressed with that, you will be dazzled by the refinery. Besides the fusion plants, which create all the power our city consumes and plenty more, the refinery is our lifeblood. In fact, it was my idea to retrofit it, once we gained the key ingredient.”

      “I have seen a refinery, Titus Rufus,” Beatrix said, sounding unimpressed. “What is the key ingredient?”

      The elderly man giggled again. It was almost too much for me to handle and seemed… just wrong, for a ruler.

      “Oh, you’ll see,” he said, his smile almost touching his ears. “That’s the big surprise. It’s not a secret, but I love finding people who don’t know about it, especially beautiful, important people like Lady Enra here.”

      “Thank you,” Enra said. She looked uncomfortable.

      Most politicians spent their time wining and dining envoys. While it looked like they were making nice, what they were really doing was using the alcohol and delicacies to get the envoy to talk. Every word, including the inflection used to say it, was ammunition for future blackmail. Spies would be dispatched to examine every piece of trash an envoy discarded. Their rooms would be searched while they were gone. No stone would be left unturned for an ally who could one day become an enemy.

      Either Titus Rufus wasn’t that kind of politician, or he was a great actor. I hadn’t been around him long enough to know which one it was.

      A dull rumble echoed as we passed between the doors.

      “Oh!” Enra said, clasping her hands together. Her expression was one of excitement, not alarm. “Is it the doors making all that noise? Do the doors make the ground shake?”

      “No, my dear,” Rufus answered. “This planet has an active mantle. Once in a while, it results in a little earthquake here and there. They are never dangerous, and we have 20 or 30 every day. I assure you, there is nothing to worry about.

      Enra didn’t look convinced, but she forced a small smile onto her face and reached behind her for my hand. I gave it to her, and she laced her fingers between mine and squeezed. A few seconds later, she looked like she was beginning to relax.

      Yaltu reached out and took my hand in hers. After living much of her life in the woods, visiting an alien planet and seeing the huge walls, strange buildings, and strange customs must have been overwhelming. I squeezed her hand gently and took in the sights.

      The city was a hive of activity. Vendors were setting up tents and canopies for another day of trading. Most stopped what they were doing and pounded their fists, tentacles, or whatever else they used for hands against their chests. Titus smiled at them, offering a small wave in response.

      The buildings were all constructed of the same gray stone. It had been expertly cut and polished, giving everything a professional, clean appearance.

      Some of the buildings were decorated with pillars and covers in front of their wooden or dull silver doors. Others had arched windows, and a few were two or three stories tall. The craftsmanship impressed me. It was a far cry from the prefabricated buildings on Mars or the welded junk most popular on Druma.

      “Your people seem happy,” Enra noted.

      “Indeed, my dear,” Rufus said. “Dionos is the most prosperous town on Deputera.”

      “Deputera?” Enra asked.

      “Yes, darling,” Rufus purred. “That is the name of this planet. It is called Deputera. It means ‘Land of Many.’”

      “Many golds?” Skrew asked.

      Rufus’ face went sour. The vrak had spoiled his momentum.

      “No, vrak,” he said, “it is the land of many peoples, customs, and ideas.”

      “Oh,” Skrew said, sounding deflated.

      “Never fear, vrak; you will see sights to delight those tiny eyeballs of yours in no time.

      “To our left,” Rufus said with a wave of his hand, “is the palace, built more than 500 years ago by my ancestor, Tinorellius the Great. That is where we will all be staying.”

      The palace looked like a truncated pyramid with four towers, one on each corner. The building itself was at least 60 feet high, but the towers extended another 30 feet beyond that.

      I squinted and peered at the nearest tower. I could see the very top of it as if I was standing a foot away. Rufus kept babbling to Enra about how great his ancestor was, what the inside looked like, and especially what his bedroom looked like. It was a lame attempt, I knew, but I had to give the man credit for trying.

      “Are you okay?” Reaver whispered when I stumbled.

      I felt fine, other than the fact that my eyes felt strange, and my perspective was all wacky.

      “Oh shit!” she whispered. “Fucking hell, Paladin—your eyes are completely black.”

      “It’s weird. I can see he’s got an anti-aircraft cannon, all the way up there on the tower. Looks like four barrels. Two human guards are operating it. They’re tracking Nyna, but they aren’t firing.”

      When I lowered my gaze to find Rufus, my vision returned to normal, as did my balance. I checked to see who might have noticed. Skrew’s mouth was hanging open. Beatrix’s was tightly shut.

      “Your eyes look normal again,” Reaver whispered. “What was that?”

      “It was Void,” I whispered. “That’s all I know. Maybe an ability I didn’t know I had?”

      “Maybe an ability we all have.”

      “What’s that?” Rufus asked, turning to address us.

      The only thing I felt after the experience was excitement. I could see in the dark, and I could zoom in on what I was looking at like I was peering through a telescope.

      “No!” Skrew whined. “Must to be going that way! Ship is that way.”

      “We are going that way, stupid vrak,” Rufus growled.

      “He is not stupid,” Beatrix said.

      All four guards turned to her and gripped their polearms tightly. I had no doubt she could take all of them, but I didn’t want an interplanetary incident.

      “I’m sure Titus Rufus was only speaking out of frustration,” I interjected. “Skrew can be a handful sometimes, we all must admit. Isn’t that right, Skrew?”

      I gave the vrak a hard look. He frowned and pouted.

      “Sometimes,” he mumbled.

      Rufus sighed and pasted the smile back on his face. “I meant no harm, and I do apologize, dear Skrew.”

      Skrew pouted for a few more seconds, then lifted his fist and presented it, fingers down, to the titus.

      Rufus studied it for a moment, then realized what the vrak wanted. What I wanted was to tie Skrew into a knot, throw him in a sack, and deliver him to a cargo hold somewhere until we were done on the planet.

      Instead, I watched Rufus turn to a large building up ahead and say, “I present to you the heart of Dionos. The refinery!”

      The building was impressive. White pillars as wide as a house protruded between huge sections of equally white walls. The roof was nearly flat and appeared to be constructed of solid copper, visible due to the lights on its surface.

      Three smokestacks as large as the pillars protruded from the roof, though only the one on the left had any smoke coming out. The whole thing must have been a quarter-mile long and half as wide and tall.

      “Only one smokestack is busy?” Reaver asked.

      “Yes,” Rufus said and clapped his hands together. “It’s marvelous, isn’t it? In the old days, there would be a week, maybe two every few months where we couldn’t go outside. The smoke would fill the streets, choking anyone who was brave, desperate, or foolish enough to venture out. Now, there is such little smoke, we never have to worry about it.

      “In fact, I’ve made sure that everyone in the city has employment. Workers are paid to polish and clean the refinery. It had been so long since we’d cleaned it last, back in the old days, that the building was almost completely black with soot.

      “Now, visitors and citizens alike can appreciate and thank me for drawing them out of those dark times. Our people are wealthy, they’re happy, and they’re safe.”

      I had no problem with people taking credit where credit was due, but Rufus was becoming a braggart.

      Soon, I spotted Nyna with two guards on one of their transports. She’d beaten us there. She waved and did her best to shoo the citizens away. They gathered around her and pointed, staring at the woman who must have looked quite exotic to them. Dionossi women tended to be taller and hairier. She was by far one of the most beautiful women in the city, if not on the planet.

      Her transport pulled up next to ours.

      “There, you see?” Rufus said to Skrew. “All is well.” Then, he turned to Nyna and called out, “Please, dear lady, come aboard.”

      Nyna ignored his hand and leapt from her transport onto ours. The guards made no move to help her.

      “That was wild,” Nyna whispered to Reaver and me. “Did you know they’ve got big guns up there?” She indicated the towers with her head. “I saw them through Javelin, but I don’t think he knows that I know. They’re camouflaged pretty good, you know?”

      I nodded and, as stealthy as possible, laid one finger against my lips. She saw it and snapped her mouth shut.

      “So, where are we… Whoa! Please tell me we’re going there?” Nyna was staring wide-mouthed at the refinery.

      “Yes,” Rufus said. He looked like an excited teenage girl who’d been planning a birthday party for weeks and was about to jump out and yell “Surprise!”

      A blast of heat threatened to curl my eyebrows and melt my pistol to my leg as soon as we crossed the threshold into the refinery. I gulped air for a couple of seconds, but neither Titus Rufus nor General Cassius seemed even slightly uncomfortable.

      Yaltu gasped and leaned against me for support. For a moment, I saw the flaps of her neck open and flutter, probably helping her regulate her body temperature. The planet she came from had both warm and cold climates, but nothing like what we found ourselves in. The flash of red disappeared as she steadied herself.

      “I don’t spend a lot of time around industry,” she said. “The heat, the smells... it’s too much sometimes. But I’ll be fine.”

      “Holy hell,” Nyna breathed, “people work in here? Why? How much do they get paid?”

      “They are paid well, I assure you,” Rufus said over his shoulder. He was smiling, but I wasn’t sure if it was sincere or not. “Though we do not require nearly as many workers as we used to in the old days. Now, the process is much more refined.”

      Our transport turned from the main floor to a lift large enough to carry us to the second floor, which encircled the inside of the building, leaving a gaping hole in the middle for the heavy equipment to move giant cauldrons around.

      Only three of the eight swimming pool-sized pots appeared to be in use. They were suspended from the ceiling by pulleys, gantries, and cables. Electric motors the size of our transport moved the pots over huge burners that vented directly to the smokestacks we’d seen earlier. At the moment, only one was cooking.

      “What’s inside the giant pots?” Enra asked, craning her neck toward the ceiling.

      “That’s gold ore,” the titus explained. “It was brought in by one of the outlying cities. Some settlements sprouted up around mines when large veins were found. They sell the ore to us, and we process it here. Then, we mint our own coins and use the money to buy the supplies we need, fund our research, and build even stronger defenses.”

      “Supplies such as water?” Reaver asked. “I don’t mean to be rude, but we did notice how dry the ground was surrounding your city. Was it always that way?”

      Rufus and Cassius exchanged a meaningful glance before the titus pasted his smile back into place. “No, it wasn’t always so,” he said. “That started a few years ago. Our scientists believe that the water table beneath the city—well, that used to be beneath the city—has shifted due to the increasing earthquakes. They’re unparalleled, you know, Dionossi researchers. They also found that the ground here, beneath our feet, is very solid. No walls built on it will tilt or even crack.”

      I nodded, but as soon as Rufus turned his back, I glanced at Cassius. The general was looking out at the workers below with a stern expression. His lips were pressed together tight enough to turn his lips white. He looked like he had something to say on the matter, but being the professional he was, he kept his mouth shut.

      “And now, off to our secret ingredient,” Rufus said.

      The transport started moving again. I took in the surroundings, wondering if my people might be working within the city somewhere. If they were Void-touched, I would think they might stand out. If not, they could be anywhere. It would take some explaining to help Cassius or Rufus understand what kind of person I was looking for.

      My eyes kept moving, but I wasn’t listening to the titus brag about the operations. So, when I spotted the creature lashed to a ridged, golden platform as long as three 12-foot banquet tables, I couldn’t help but gasp.

      A queen.

      “Big, fat Xeno,” Skrew whispered. “Maybe is good for fits pew up butt?” He looked hopefully at me, rubbing his hands together.

      While Enra brought her hand up to her mouth and gasped, Nyna did the same to smother her laughter. I glanced at Cassius, but he only raised his eyebrows.

      “What did he say?” Rufus asked.

      “For to fits—” Skew started, but he was interrupted by Reaver.

      “He says things, your high—er… Titus. Nothing he said should be taken as…” Her voice trailed off into an uncomfortable giggle.

      “Nevermind,” Rufus said, dismissing the matter with a wave of his hand. “Please allow me to explain how the process works.”

      Rufus began talking. When he paused, I grunted my understanding, but my attention was focused on my surroundings, especially the queen.

      She looked old, but not as old as the one I’d killed in the orbiting hive near Druma. The cause could have been the fact that the device attached to the end of her ass was pumping eggs out of her as fast as whatever they were feeding her on the other end could force her to make them.

      The heat was another consideration. I wasn’t sure how tough Xeno queens were when it came to temperature extremes, but the titus had said that they’d had the queen for a long time. I couldn’t help thinking it might be somehow connected to the water table drop he’d mentioned.

      I used my new power to get a closer look at the queen. When my vision zoomed in, I found that I could still keep my balance, though most of what I would have seen with my peripheral vision vanished. I scanned the queen, her restraints, and the equipment she was tied to quickly, then returned my vision to normal. I didn’t see any way she could escape unless she had help. Even then, the restraints had locks on them with strange five-slotted keyholes. She wasn’t going anywhere.

      Cassius was speaking to his leader, but he kept glancing toward me. I was worried he’d seen me use my power.

      “Yes, Titus,” Cassius said. “I believe we’re ready to leave. Our guests are probably not used to the heat of the refinery. Would you like to go see the hive tomorrow?”

      “Yes,” Enra said. I noticed she’d learned to wear and dispose of her fake smile at will. She was learning from a master: the titus. She was sweating so much, her hair clung to her face in thick, wet strands.

      “Skrew melts,” the vrak said. He was sitting nearby, with his head hanging between his knees.

      I wasn’t sure what Cassius had meant by the “hive,” but I was concerned it meant just what it sounded like. A captured hive on the planet’s surface was a bad idea. Hives were to be exterminated, not kept as pets.

      “She suffers,” Yaltu whispered to me on our way back. “But she doesn’t fight back. I don’t understand. She’s calm, yet she suffers greatly.”

      I put my arm around her waist and pulled her close. I didn’t understand either.

      Reaver shot me a look that indicated she wanted to see more, but I’d seen enough. We could talk about it after we were shown to our quarters. I had a plan.
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      I was thinking about the queen when the shock of the temperature change from inside the refinery to the outside air snapped me back into the present.

      Skrew was curled up on the transport deck, teeth chattering and mumbling to himself.

      Rufus and Cassius seemed to be used to the change in this direction, too. They stood at the bow discussing some of the defenses and what had been done to our ship so that we could pilot it. Apparently, their scientists had no idea what to do with a Xeno ship and had decided it would be best to leave it alone. Rufus agreed.

      Beatrix sighed but otherwise remained stoic. She kept an eye on the guards and did her best to keep her tentacles still. I could tell she was anxious, but whether it was something specific or was everything we’d been through so far that day, I wasn’t sure. There would be time to talk about it later.

      Reaver blew into her hands, but Nyna found another way to stay warm. She wrapped her arms around me and got as close as she could without climbing into my clothes. I wouldn’t have minded but didn’t think it would be appropriate in front of our hosts.

      Whether it was the sudden change in temperature, or pure, animalistic hormones, I didn’t know or care. Her nipples were hard, and they pressed into my chest. When I wrapped my arm around her, she squeezed me tighter. After that, I had little doubt which was more likely. It was going to be an interesting night.

      The city market, not far from the refinery, was buzzing with activity. Vendors hocked their wares which, much to Skrew’s delight, included basic utensils made of gold. There were stalls selling weapons, jewelry, household items, and more. I thought of the pings—the small rings of gold the people of Druma used as money—I had stashed aboard Javelin and wondered how much they’d be worth on a planet filled to the brim with gold. More likely, technology was the item most people bartered with.

      All around, people were chatting, playing some kind of game with dice, and dancing. Those species who were disposed to wearing clothing chose bright colors and sheer fabrics—neither of which were indications they felt threatened at all. I didn’t think we were the only ones who knew of the Xeno queen. Nor did I believe that we were the only ones who knew the Xeno were dangerous. Yet the people buying, trading, and selling goods acted like there was nothing more important and that there were no real threats outside of getting a bad deal.

      It was evidence of their trust in the security their government provided. We could use security like this back on Mars, I thought. Maybe even a Xeno queen to help us with our own refining efforts. I’ll need to find out how they do it, especially how they keep the Xeno queen alive and sedate enough not to be dangerous.

      We arrived back at the palace a few minutes later.. The transports were capable of flying higher than a few feet off the ground, but as Cassius explained, the higher they levitated, the more unstable they became, so we would only fly at about 12 feet.

      

      “This is one of the palace stewards,” Titus Rufus said, waving a hand at the old man who approached, followed by four younger men. They were dressed in long-tailed coats embroidered with the same symbol I saw emblazoned on the city walls.

      The old man stopped, clicked his heels together, and bowed. “My name is—”

      “Our guest doesn’t care what your name is,” Titus Rufus chuckled. “Show them to their suite. You did have their suite prepared, didn’t you?”

      I did my best not to make a face. Speaking to his servant with such disrespect, and in front of guests at that—Rufus had officially lost my respect.

      “Yes, Titus,” the old man said with a small bow. If his leader’s rebuke had offended him, he was hiding it well.

      Then, he turned back to me. “This way, please.”

      He turned and began to walk toward the open doorway to the palace. It was at least 20 feet high and almost as wide. Skrew licked his lips when he saw the gold-clad doors and ran all of his fingers along its surface as we entered.

      “Is such shine,” Skew whispered.

      One of the servants, a young man in his early 20s, shot a nervous look at another. Neither seemed to be comfortable with the way the vrak had spoken of the furnishings. I had no doubt they’d be counting the silverware soon.

      “Titus Rufus’ suite is on the first floor,” the old man said. “We ask that you do not try to approach him personally. If you need to speak with him, please feel free to ask one of the many servants, and we will pass your request on.

      “Furthermore, the first floor also contains the quarters and war room of General Cassius. He is not to be disturbed unless the request is sent through a servant. Do not ask the guards for permission to speak to him. They will not be able to help you.”

      “We understand,” I said, “and thank you for letting us know. By the way, what’s your name?”

      “Me, Sir?” the man asked.

      “Yes. What’s your name?”

      “I am Roth, Sir,” the man said.

      “I am glad to meet you, Roth,” I replied. “And thank you for showing us to our room.”

      The old man smiled and began walking up one of the two sweeping wooden staircases climbing along the left and right walls. The titus’ room was quite conspicuous due to the heavy-looking polished wooden doors leading to his chambers. To the left was a far more simple, yet reinforced, door. No doubt it led to the fabled war room and Cassius’ quarters.

      Our room was opulent. We entered a common area that was as big as Yaltu’s house back on Druma. Glass, crystal, and gold bowls overflowed with what appeared to be fruit. Exotic-looking flowers graced most of the other flat surfaces, except for the floor, which appeared to be polished stone.

      The far wall had a single door of ornate wood. It was small compared to the rest of the doors, and I assumed it opened onto a balcony.

      Several plain tan rugs of exquisite quality were laid down in such a way that little of the cold floor showed. It would make the room more comfortable on chilly mornings. The room was also completely spotless.

      “Good day to you,” the steward said. “I hope you find everything to your satisfaction. Please let me know if I can be of any assistance.” Then, he snapped his heels together, spun away, and left.

      Beatrix ran her fingers over a big chair set against the left wall. It was upholstered in the fur of some kind of animal we hadn’t seen yet. If the planet had dark-green predatory creatures, which is what the fur suggested, we’d have to stay on our guard any time we were out of the city. Such a creature would blend in well with the forest outside of the dead area.

      Skrew closed the door loudly behind him and gaped at the surroundings. “Is for Skrew to keep?” he asked.

      “I doubt it,” Reaver said, heading to the furthest of three white-painted doors. “They probably have everything in here cataloged and counted, so don’t go getting sticky fingers.”

      Skrew made a face, stared at all four of his hands, and tested his fingers for stickiness.

      “It’s an idiom,” I tried to explain. “It means don’t steal anything.”

      He looked even more confused.

      I shrugged and joined Reaver in a large bedroom. An open wardrobe stood against the left wall, and a king-size bed sat centered against the far wall in the middle. I suddenly became aware of how many women I had with me and the difficulty we would face if we all tried to cram into one bed together. I didn’t want anyone to feel left out or slighted. Reaver seemed to be thinking the same thing, because she sighed, left the room, and entered the one next door.

      “That’s better,” I heard her say from the next room. I followed to see what she was looking at and found the rest of the women inside already.

      The room was three times the size of the other one. So was the bed. It was illuminated by dozens of small, yellow-tinted lights set into the walls near the ceiling. They cast a candle-like glow across the room.

      “I like it!” Nyna said as she dove into the middle of the bed. She bounced once, flipped herself onto her back in midair, and landed with a huff. Reaver jumped in after her, followed by Enra. They giggled and stretched out on the thick, tan, luxurious blankets.

      Beatrix ran the tips of her fingers across the crimson cover and shot me a hungry look. Yaltu took a more reserved approach. She walked to the edge of the bed, sat down, and ran her hand across the blanket.

      “It’s very soft,” she said. “I like it. And we can all sleep here together. That will be nice.”

      Then, I heard the door close and lock behind me.

      “Hey!” Skrew complained from the other side. “Why for close door? What is the doing?”

      “Do you want me to tell you?” Beatrix asked.

      Skrew was silent for a moment before he gagged.

      Beatrix walked up behind me and wrapped her arms around me, caressing my chest and stomach. “It has been a long time, Jacob,” she whispered into my ear. “Your women desire you. I desire you.” She was breathing hard, and her tentacles began caressing my ears, neck, and back.

      I smiled when I saw the women on the bed smiling at my crotch. I didn’t check, but apparently, my growing erection was conspicuous.

      “Finally,” Nyna said, quickly undressing. She pulled the blanket back, climbed under it, and pulled it up almost far enough to cover her nipples. The rest followed suit, except for Beatrix, who used her long, strong fingers to untie the binding at my waist. She used a few of her tentacles to get the one at my throat and pulled my shirt over my head before tossing it to the floor.

      Her hands pulled my trousers over my erection and let them fall to the carpet we stood on. She teased me for a moment, gently rubbing my stomach and chest with her warm hands before Nyna spoke again.

      “Get in here,” she ordered, breathless with lust.

      The others giggled, even Yaltu, as they drank in my body.

      Beatrix laughed and joined the others in bed. She scooted between Yaltu and Nyna, hands and tentacles stroking, rubbing, and gently probing both women. Her eyes were on me, but everything else was on the other women.

      I decided to make the night last a bit longer, so I climbed into bed from the bottom of the blanket. Soft legs gave way to soft, moist hairs, or for some, a perfectly smooth mound displaying what could only be described as paradise.

      I was surrounded by soft, writhing bodies, sweat, and a slick wetness I tasted more than once. Gasps of pleasure gave way to moans. The women were all over me and each other. Hungry hands reached for me, and warm mouths left my manhood throbbing on the verge of pain as they simultaneously licked and kissed it and each other.

      Then, I was inside a woman. I kept my eyes closed, enjoying the sensations of heavy breathing, touch, hair, and tentacles all over my body. The woman squeezed my cock with her vagina as she rode me.

      Before long, I heard a little shriek followed by giggles as she was replaced with her friend. Another, unable to wait, first leaned over me with her breasts, then gently lowered her soft, dripping mound over my mouth. Finally, I was drawn inexorably toward finality. When I climaxed, several women did as well, writhing against each other and me.

      Afterward, I lay in the middle of the bed, surrounded and encompassed by soft, warm bodies. The women were all sleeping, but I couldn’t relax. I had seen a Xeno queen, the matron of my enemy, and I wasn’t allowed to kill her. It was bizarre how someone could let such a powerful enemy live, even if it was useful for creating wealth. I’d never known such greed.

      I wasn’t sure how, but the condition of the land surrounding Dionos had to be related as well. Something was causing the land to dry up. Even the streambeds were empty.

      I considered asking Rufus if I could use one of his transports, but that would mean either taking my team or leaving some behind. There was something about him, something he seemed to be holding back, that told me it would be a bad idea. Either he was hiding some big secret that Cassius desperately wanted me to discover, or he was being duped, and he was the only one who didn’t know it.

      The real thing that was bugging me, though, was the queen herself. The one I’d discovered in the orbiting hive near Druma had been powerful. She’d controlled her brood with thoughts and emotions, and when she was in danger, her screams echoed through the passageways. The queen I saw in the refinery was a pale comparison.

      I wasn’t sure if the Dionossi were administering drugs, or if there was something wrong with the queen. If neither were true, then something far more sinister was happening. Something I needed to discover and end before it came to fruition.

      The city seemed to be living in the lap of luxury. Besides the ground being as dry as ash, the people appeared to be well-fed, and enough water was being shuttled in to keep them healthy and happy.

      The security seemed to be top-notch as well. Besides the anti-aircraft cannons on the towers surrounding the palace, the walls were steep and would give the guards plenty of time to defend the city. I wasn’t sure how well they’d hold up to mortars or heavy vehicle-mounted weapons, but I had my suspicions.

      It wouldn’t be too much of a stretch for the Dionossi to modify their forcefield technology enough to encapsulate the entire city in a protective cocoon. They might not be able to return fire, but the defenses would give allies enough time to come to their aid. Money had a way of motivating people to risk their lives, and with Dionos being the apparent center of their economy, it would likely be protected at all costs.

      I wondered what Cassius knew about all this. The apparent prosperity and wealth were hiding something dark enough to bother a high-ranking military commander.

      I took my time extracting myself from the tangle of still-sweaty, gorgeous bodies around me. I wanted to allow them to sleep. It took me a minute to find all of my clothes. Somehow, my trousers had ended up under the bed, my shoes were in opposite corners of the room, and my shirt was under Nyna’s legs. She stirred a little when I retrieved it, flashing me her tight ass as she turned, and then went right back to sleep. I quickly got dressed and left the room.

      Skrew was in the common area with a big bowl of fruit. Two of his index fingers were pushed firmly into his ears while his other hands were dissecting a red-skinned fruit with a bright-yellow center.

      I’d never seen such a look of disappointment in the vrak’s eyes. “Why?” he whispered, shoving another juicy piece of fruit in his mouth. “Is eww. Why?”

      I stifled a laugh. “Because they’re beautiful, and I care for them.”

      He slowly shook his head. “Skrew knows whats is beautiful. Skrew will teach. Show Jacob. Is better for Jacob. Only needs to find the beautiful. Then is to show.”

      “You do that,” I said. I was curious what the vrak would consider beautiful. I also wasn’t sure I wanted to know. “First, I’m going out for a while. If anyone gets up while I’m gone, let them know I went to see Cassius.”

      I left the room, closing the door quietly behind me.

      Lucky night, I thought. Cassius was speaking with several guards at the bottom of the stairs and looked up toward me as I began walking down. When I neared the bottom, he waved me over.

      “Titus Rufus has a Senate meeting this afternoon,” he said. “I’m not required to attend this one. I’ve received his blessing to show you around if you’re interested. I can show you some things a fellow military commander might be interested in.”

      This is it, I realized. This is his opportunity to show me the things he’s been keeping to himself. It was the “ask for forgiveness, not permission” approach.

      He was reaching out for help. He was pushing the limits of his authority in order to let an outsider into the inner sanctum. He was following his orders, but only literally, not in spirit.

      “Yes,” I said, trying not to glance at the nearby soldiers talking about supplies and routes. “How far will we be traveling?”

      He glanced over his shoulder. “Only a little over a mile. They are discussing a visit from another envoy in a couple of weeks. You needn't concern yourself with them. We’ll bring a small contingent along with us for security, but the route is short and well-protected.”

      I allowed him to lead me out the main doors of the palace to a pair of waiting transports. Each was loaded with armored soldiers, five on the lead transport and a dozen on the trailing vehicle. I followed Cassius onto the first one, and a moment later, we were off.

      I could tell it was going to take us a while to navigate our way through the crowded streets, so I decided to start a conversation.

      “Your people must spend a great deal of money on purchasing water in town. Or does the Dionossi government provide it for free?”

      “The government provides all the water for the people in the town, but yes, it does cost our government quite a bit of gold to import it. It is fortunate that we have such a steady supply of revenue and friendly neighbors.”

      “Indeed,” I said, thinking of how to phrase my next question. “Tell me, is your government not concerned about this as a possible weakness? Throughout the history of my people, armies have been known to ruin trade routes or embargo entire nations to bring them to their knees. They knew that, sooner or later, the suffering people would start blaming their leaders for their wants.”

      The general grunted. “I understand what you’re saying, but I’ve been assured that such a thing is impossible. If we were cut off from the rest of the world, our water and food supplies would last for several months. We have medicine to last years. In the meantime, our allies would come to our aid, because our generation of wealth keeps them living comfortably as well.”

      We passed through the Great Gate a few minutes later and headed out across the barren landscape.

      “What I’m going to show you is a public secret,” Cassius said, turning to me.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “I mean, although everyone knows it exists, no one speaks of it. It is my opinion that, in order for you to completely understand my people, you need to see it.”

      I turned back toward the land ahead. We were entering a dead forest that looked like it had once been thick with vegetation. The land was cracked like the weathered scales of a giant dragon, like the ones I’d witnessed tearing through the streets of Brazud. The trees were blackened husks.

      “Was there a fire?” I asked.

      “No,” Cassius said. “There was this.” He pointed ahead of us toward a cluster of stout buildings surrounded by milling troops.

      There was something looming behind it, but it was too far away to tell whether it was just some trick of light and shadow or some kind of huge structure. I tapped into my new Void ability and allowed my eyes to zoom in—and literally almost fell over.

      It was a Xeno hive.
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      This was the last thing I’d expected to find on the planet. A ground-based hive was something I’d considered, but I hadn’t been sure if Xeno could create such a thing.

      When the Xeno attacked a planet or outpost, they came in their ships. Smaller craft would shuttle them to the surface, often under heavy defensive fire, and they would deploy from there. The harbinger troops would pour through buildings, tunnels, and large conduits seeking out and destroying any non-Xeno life they came across. When they were done, the planets were occupied or abandoned until the next target was attacked.

      The Martian Storm Marines had been sent to several planets in an attempt to purge the Xeno from the surface so that we could reclaim it. Many lives were lost. In the end, the High Command decided the best way to deal with an infested planet was orbital bombardment. We’d spend days, sometimes weeks, dropping every ounce of ordnance we could gather on the surface. Twice, we’d even snagged a nearby asteroid, fitted it with engines and a basic guidance system, and crashed it into the planet’s surface. The effect was devastating. It was a scorched-planet tactic, and it was effective.

      My instincts told me to draw Ebon and my pistol and begin tunneling my way through the enormous Xeno hive, but I held back. To do so, I would have had to kill most, if not all, of the soldiers surrounding the menace. I wasn’t willing to do that… yet.

      The Xeno had constructed their hive in the shape of a giant hornet’s nest. Its base and exterior extended right up to the edge of the forcefield. No cracks were visible, nor were any seams. The bugs had wasted no space.

      “You have a question?” Cassius said as the transport came to a stop outside a building and the contingent of men we were traveling with began to disembark.

      “I do, General,” I said quietly, “but I’m not sure I should ask it in front of the men.”

      “Part of the reason I asked you to come out here,” he whispered, “is because you are a foreigner. Your words have no official authority, and the men know it. They need to hear what you ask, and they understand that it is my duty to be honest with you. Ask your questions so that we may all benefit.”

      It was devilishly clever. As an outsider, unaccustomed to their ways, any question I asked, or any statement I made, would be innocent of malice or politics. Nothing I said would be considered as taking one side or another. It would be accepted as the obvious truth.

      It was also desperate. He was so constrained by his leadership thatto bring the truth to his men, he had to rely on a stranger to ask honest questions. The only reason for doing so would be to enact a coup d'état. If it meant having someone reasonable in power, I was not opposed. I didn’t think I would help him directly, but the indirect method was something I could accomplish. His men needed to know the truth.

      “I have battled the Cimex my entire career, General,” I said. “We have never been able to take back a planet once they invaded. We haven’t even been able to recover any pictures of what they did to the planets, once they eliminated our forces. Our guess is they planted some kind of seeds, from which they grew their ships. Huge, powerful destroyers and cruisers, each of them living machines, capable of transporting hundreds or thousands of their soldiers into battle, or destroying our own vessels while still in orbit. Yet here I stand, looking at one of their hives, and your troops are protecting it? Please help me understand what I am seeing.”

      Cassius watched me with a twinkle in his eye. I’d said exactly what he’d wanted his troops to hear.

      “The Senate,” he started, “has decided to keep this hive alive for one purpose. That is to replace the captured queen when she eventually dies. The lifeblood of our economy is the refinery, and without the acid the queen’s eggs produce, we would have to go back to our old production methods, which are slow and barely profitable.”

      I understood the power of money. It caused people to make rash decisions, put others at risk. I couldn’t imagine a world where money would no longer be necessary. It was a fool’s utopia, an imaginary place where unicorns farted magic fairy dust. But, wise leaders recognized their own natural, inevitable greed, and they worked hard to mitigate it.

      “What will you do if they escape?” I asked.

      The general laced his fingers behind his back and began marching toward the troops guarding the staves implanted in the ground. Several technicians were checking the weapons, making notes on large data pads.

      “We have a breach attempt about once a month,” Cassius explained. “They are never successful, and we have plenty of dirt to fill in whatever minor tunnel the creatures manage to dig under the forcefield.

      “The closest they ever came to escaping was shortly after we started “employing” the queen—10 or 11 years ago now. Three managed to squeeze through a small hole before we destroyed them. Two soldiers lost their lives. However, since then, we have suffered no casualties. That is part of the reason our armor is plated in gold. It resists their acidic blood. That, along with our force lances, keeps my well-trained troops safe.”

      He seemed to be sincere when he said it, but I got the impression he was asking me to find the flaw in his logic—the one thing he hadn’t thought of.

      “What if there’s another queen?” I asked.

      At that question, several of the soldiers paused in their work. They recovered quickly, but their footsteps became light as they strained to hear their commander’s answer.

      “Our scientists have assured us that it’s not possible,” Cassius replied. “They believe the Cimex are like many of the social insects already present on the planet. They have one queen, and if another emerges, it must quickly escape or be killed by the first. It’s only when a queen dies that another can survive.”

      I stared at the general, waiting to see if he was kidding. The flaw in his logic was staring him right in the face, and he didn’t seem to understand it. He stared back, his expression impassive and bored.

      I respected the man, so I hesitated before speaking again. He seemed to be encouraging me to ask, even though it might embarrass him. I took the chance.

      “You say that your scientists believe that if a queen doesn’t escape a hive, it will be killed by the queen who is present?”

      “Yes.”

      “How do you know there isn’t another queen in there right now?” I asked, pointing at the hive.

      Cassius looked genuinely surprised. He turned his helmeted head toward the hive and took a few steps toward it.

      “Our scientists have determined,” he said, “that Cimex queens control their brood through some kind of telepathy. They have assured us that so long as one queen exists, another cannot take its place. Therefore, if there is a queen hiding inside of the hive, it is not commanding the Cimex. It is passive, waiting for its opportunity to take control. If this were not so, the hive would be controlled by two queens, each vying for power. We are told this would result in colony collapse. So, though we don’t believe there is a queen in the hive, even if there is, she is passive and dormant, unable to command the brood.”

      I had another question to ask, one that would make any soldiers listening to the conversation nervous. “Please tell me, General, how is it that the queen you have in the refinery has not attempted to escape or attack anyone with her telepathic powers? The queen I last encountered worked very hard to dissuade me from killing her. She attacked me and my companions, attempting to make us surrender before we got close. How do you prevent your queen from doing the same?”

      “Our scientists have developed a serum that they feed to the queen,” Cassius said, sounding genuinely concerned and doubtful. “It makes her stupid and relaxed. She likely isn’t even aware of anything going on around her.”

      “Then how do you explain this?” I said, pointing again at the hive. “This isn’t something the workers could do themselves. This took a queen to direct them.”

      “Our scientists disagree,” Cassius simply said, avoiding eye contact. “I believe it’s time to return to the palace.” He marched quickly to the awaiting transport. I followed close behind.

      He didn’t turn to me or speak for several minutes as we approached the Great Gate. Instead, he stared straight ahead and gritted his teeth.

      “I need to speak with the Senate,” Cassius grumbled. “But in order to do so, I need permission from the titus, and I doubt he will grant it to me.”

      “Why is that?” I whispered.

      “Because the Senate has placed Titus Rufus in charge of the army. It was deemed to be more efficient than having the Senate meet before the army could be deployed. They have the ability to recall or redirect the army against the titus’ wishes but only if they are informed of a problem.”

      “I fear the problem is worse than you understand,” I whispered.

      We’d made it through the Great Gate and were among the citizens. I wanted to speak with him more, but he waved off any further questions, and it wasn’t until we returned to the palace that we spoke again.

      We dismounted, and one of the soldiers took the transport away. A moment later, Cassius turned to me and looked me in the eye.

      “Whether you understand or not,” he said, “you have done a great deed for the Dionossi. I am in your debt.”

      “Lady Alba approaches,” a nearby guard whispered.

      The general cleared his throat and turned to the ugliest woman I’d ever seen. She looked like she was at least 200 years old. Her eyelids were so loose, I wondered if she could blink, or if she used them to hold apples. She wore makeup that made her look like a sad clown from some child’s nightmare.

      Her clothing was outrageous as well. Her dress was almost skin-tight all the way to her huge, pointy chin, where it erupted into dingy, yellow ruffles that I guessed had once been white. Below the waist, the patterned scarlet fabric splayed outward, giving the impression that she had the hips of 10 women.

      She frowned at Cassius, causing huge crevices to form in her greasy mask. “Are you well?” she asked. Her voice was gravelly, as if she swallowed razor blades on a regular basis.

      “I am, Lady Alba,” the general said. “May I introduce—”

      “Is this the envoy’s guard? The one that came with the woman?” she asked, interrupting Cassius.

      “Yes, Lady Alba,” he replied.

      The woman approached me cautiously, doing her best to glide across the floor, though the way she moved made me wonder if her knees bent the wrong way. She was eerie and smelled like she hadn’t bathed in weeks but instead had decided to dunk herself in a huge pool of cheap perfume to cover her stench. It wasn’t working.

      “My,” she breathed, “he is handsome, isn’t he?” Her breath smelled like she’d been eating cockroach sandwiches. I held my breath to keep from gagging.

      “General,” she said, turning to the man, “why are you still here? Don’t you have something to do?”

      “Yes, Lady Alba,” he said before snapping his heels together and turning. He marched to his quarters and closed his door gently behind him. It was my turn to exercise my self-control if I was to keep from throwing up around this woman.

      “Now,” she said with a smile, “let me get a look at you.” Her teeth were gravestones on a field of swollen red velvet. “Well? Turn around so that I can see you from all sides.”

      I pasted on a smile. “I’m so sorry, Lady Alba,” I said, “but I must return to the envoy. There are matters of business to discuss. Please pardon me.”

      Alba frowned deeper than I thought was humanly possible, and I began wondering how human she was. “How rude,” she hissed. “Is this what passes for manners on Druma? Because the Dionossi do not accept such behavior, especially in front of me. Do you know who I am?”

      I didn’t answer the question right away. I wasn’t sure if what I wanted to say would be considered diplomatic anywhere in the galaxy. Instead, I returned the woman’s stare and waited for her to answer her own question.

      “I am the bride of Titus Rufus!”

      “Wow,” Skrew said from the top of the stairs, breaking the stalemate the woman and I were engaged in. He scrambled down the stairs faster than I’d ever seen him move before. When he reached the bottom, he scampered up to the woman. Three guards moved closer, their eyes fixed on the vrak.

      “Is so pretty,” Skrew said, inspecting Alba’s dress. “Is beautiful to see.” He sniffed the air between them, then inhaled deeply. “Is smells nice, too,” he whispered as he leaned in and leered at the woman.

      I closed my mouth once I realized it was hanging open. With the extreme disgust he showed at any woman a healthy human being would find unbearably attractive, I should have known he would want to hump any woman I recoiled from. She looked more uncomfortable than me and the guards combined. I caught one smirking, but he quashed it almost immediately.

      “Excuse me!” Lady Alba said. She hiked up her dress and skittered back to the titus’ chambers.

      The two guards who’d come forward stepped in front of Skrew and did their best to look menacing, but the vrak barely noticed them.

      “Waits!” Skrew called to Alba. “Has for you!” He thrust his pelvis toward her, revealing the smallest pitched tent ever.

      Lady Alba gasped, covered her eyes, and slammed the door behind her. One guard remained. The other left in a hurry, doing his best to stifle his laughter.

      “Skrew,” I said, rescuing the guard from the awkward situation, “come with me, please. We need to talk. You can play with your new friend later.”

      The vrak slouched all four of his shoulders and mumbled all the way back to the room.

      When I returned, Yaltu and Enra were sitting on a pair of overstuffed chairs engaged in conversation. Nyna was lying on her back on one of the rugs, tossing a small purple fruit up in the air and catching it again.

      “Where are Beatrix and Reaver?” I asked.

      “Taking a shower,” Nyna said. “Did you learn anything new? Like, how we’re gonna kill that nasty queen they got chained up?”

      “I learned a lot more than that,” I said as I laid down on the rug next to Nyna.

      She propped herself up on one arm and passed me the fruit. “You should eat this. I’ve already had too many of them. They’re really sweet, but like, too sweet, you know? But not if you have just one.”

      I took it and bit in, chewing the hard, crunchy fruit thoughtfully. Did she say shower? They have showers?

      Well, of course they did. I was tempted to join the girls for a little play time, but I needed to tell them everything I knew with as little delay as possible. I was, however, momentarily distracted when Reaver came out of the bathroom wearing nothing but a bright white towel on her head. Beatrix had dressed already and walked in the room behind her.

      “Oh, hi,” Reaver said as she feigned a bashful smile. “Welcome back.”

      “Gather everyone in here. We need to talk. Oh, and do you remember what the second rule of diplomacy is?”  I covered my lips to indicate she shouldn’t say it out loud.

      Reaver frowned and rubbed the towel against her head to dry her hair. A moment later, her expression changed. She’d remembered.

      I got up off the floor and started walking around the room, using my new Void-touched vision to peek into corners and gaps. I talked to cover the silence while Beatrix studied us from the doorway. She knew something was going on, but instead of asking, she kept her mouth shut. She was wearing a robe she’d found somewhere, probably in the wardrobe I hadn’t opened.

      “So, Skrew has a new love interest,” I said.

      “Is so beautifully,” the vrak confirmed. “Is like piles of warmness. Smell of many many good flowers.”

      “Oh?” Reaver asked. “And who might this beauty be?”

      “Lady Alba,” I said.

      Then, I spotted something out of the ordinary. Either there was a species of flower on the planet that sprouted wires and a tiny transmission board, or I’d just found a bug. After plucking the hair-thin device from the soil of the potted plant on the mantel above the fireplace, I confirmed it was tech. I crushed the thing in my palm until it emitted a satisfying little puff of smoke.

      A few seconds later, Reaver and I completed our search.

      “What was that thing you crushed?” Yaltu asked.

      “It’s called a ‘bug,’” I said. “Not Xeno stuff, though. It’s spy equipment. It’s like a transmitter, but it only works one way. It allowed whoever was at the other end to listen to our conversation. It’s rule number two of diplomacy.

      “Always spy on the diplomat,” Reaver confirmed.

      “But I’ve been gathering some intel too,” I said, “and boy, is it bad.”

      “What’s rule number one of diplomacy?” Nyna asked, still too stuck on my comment to move onto what the general had shown me.

      Rule number one is to never turn your back, unless you’re looking forward to catching a knife with it. But you know me. I have a plan.”
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      “Son of a bitch,” Reaver breathed. “There could be another queen doing…  who-knows-what back there!”

      “That’s what I was thinking,” I said. “But I’m afraid there may be something else going on. I think the queen has learned to hide her consciousness from us. I only wonder how.”

      We sat in silence for several seconds, each lost in our own thoughts.

      “Skrew can stick rifle up Xeno queen butt?” he suggested.

      “That’s part of the plan,” I said. “The queen needs to die. Even if it means spoiling our relations with the Dionossi for a while.”

      Enra stood. “I need to speak with Titus Rufus,” she said. “There must be a diplomatic solution to this.”

      “There isn’t,” I told her. “There’s no way he’d support this. We have to go behind his back. General Cassius is behind us, but I don’t know how much support he can provide. He can’t take any direct actions against his leader, but he can help us along the way. He can also make sure his soldiers don’t try to arrest us.

      “First, we’ll need a transport,” I said. “Beatrix, I need you to find us one. It doesn’t have to be military, though we know those are fast. I need you to bring it to the refinery, but park it nearby and out of sight. Then, sneak in and find me. I’ll take out the queen in there. Afterward, we’ll need the transport to take everyone to the hive. I have a feeling we’ll need a lot of guns there. The Dionossi have a lot of soldiers surrounding it with forcefields.”

      “I will do this,” Beatrix said. She wound her tentacles into a tight braid and hurried to dress and grab her weapon.

      “Nyna, I need you to stay here for a bit,” I continued. “I’ll head out in a minute and bring back one of their forcefield staves. I’ll need you to figure out how to temporarily shut it down because I’ll then need you to let us into the hive and close the gap behind us.”

      “But you’ll be trapped inside,” she whispered.

      “So will the bugs,” I said. “Skrew and Yaltu will provide security to keep any reinforcements away. And, I’m afraid there may be more to the hive than we can see.” 

      “It could be filled with dirt,” Reaver said.

      “Exactly. The Xeno could have been digging this whole time. If they found the headwaters of a river or tapped into an aquifer, it would explain the condition of the land, though I hope I’m wrong.

      “The Dionossi aren’t looking at the big picture. They only see the gold. They aren’t going to be happy if they discover me ruining their plan.”

      I turned to the beautiful lizard woman. “Which brings me to you. The Dionossi are unaware of your abilities. We’ll have to use them to our advantage. It’s likely you’ll be confronted at the gate. If things start to go badly, I want you to use your pheromones to calm everyone down while keeping them all alive. We’ll need the soldiers to stay out of the hive so that we don’t accidentally kill them during the battle.

      “Reaver, Beatrix, and I will be inside. I know that all of you know how to fight the Xeno, but it’s going to be close-quarter fights, thousands of them, one after the other. Plus, someone will need to negotiate, which is where Enra will come in. She’ll be our negotiator on the outside.”

      I turned to the nervous Ish-Nul woman. She was sitting in a chair, picking at her fingernails. “Your job,” I said, “will be to explain why we’re doing this to anyone who shows up. If there’s anyone the general can’t control, like Lady Alba, your job will be to convince her we’re doing the right thing. If you can’t do that, your job will be to stall her as long as possible. All we need is time. We’ll find the queen, destroy her, and it’ll all be over.”

      “Why will it all be over?” Enra asked, still staring at her nails.

      “Because I believe Titus Rufus, and possibly Lady Alba, are under the control of a Xeno queen. If killing the first one breaks the spell, they’re unlikely to protest about us destroying the hive. If not, we’ll find the second queen and kill her anyway.”

      “But why for not for to zoom the Javelin and pew-pew the hive?” Skrew asked. It was a reasonable question.

      “Because it wasn’t designed for close-combat support. It’s a starship, and though it would blow the shit out of Xeno troops, it would be just as likely to kill friendlies as well. It’s a sledgehammer where we need a needle.

      “So, I need everyone to get ready. Any problems with your weapons, have Nyna take a look. Everyone except Beatrix should stay here and wait for me to return.Then, we can move on with the next part of the plan, which is to kill the queen in the refinery. After that, we’ll head to the hive and see what kind of mess we can make there.”

      The vrak nodded, hurried to his room, and returned with his rifle. “Is for pew,” he said, slapping it a couple of times with one of his free hands.

      “That’s right,” I said. “Stay here and keep guard. I don’t expect any trouble right away, but what I’m about to do will inevitably cause some. Can I count on you to keep everyone safe?”

      “Skrew can. Is shoot the bad enemy, yes?”

      “I hope not. But keep everyone safe. That’s the main thing. I’ll be back soon.”

      I turned and decided to have a look at the balcony. It was small and provided a great view. Things were quiet. The hour was late, and all the vendors had left the commerce area.

      There were a few guards walking guard duty on the nearby wall and two on the far side of the commerce area. They all looked to be taking their jobs seriously, but not all soldiers were as disciplined. In my experience, there was always one. My objective was to find that soldier, confiscate his force staff, and teach him a lesson. He’d live, but he’d have a better understanding of his duty after I was done with him.

      I realized this was the perfect place for me to set off. I hopped from the balcony and slid down the smooth side of the palace’s wall to the dirt street below. When I touched the ground, I rolled twice and stopped on the far side of the street behind a wide, potted shrub. It was one of the few growing things in Dionos. After waiting for several seconds, I peeked around the shrub and began searching for my target.

      The guards at the commercial area had moved on, but someone new had entered. It was nothing more than a shadow, humanoid and tall. It kept to the darkness, sneaking to the back of one of the permanent buildings and the transport parked nearby. I felt a smile spread across my face. Beatrix was on the task.

      Behind the building was a small pile of trash—probably collected from around the neighborhood at the end of the day. Under it was a small version of the hovering transport platform that had brought us into the city. That was her target, and it was a good one. Likely, nobody would notice it was missing until the morning.

      I watched as she carefully approached it, removed the trash, stepped on board, and hovered away into the darkness. Good job, I thought.

      There was another earthquake. It lasted only a few seconds but was powerful enough to raise some dust into the air. It struck me how strange it was that the land around the city was so flat and featureless with all these quakes. Perhaps the Xeno had something to do with it. The thought was chilling.

      I turned and headed away from the commercial area. It was too open to risk ruining my mission. Instead, I started sneaking along the road behind the palace toward the residential area. Nearly all of the windows of the stone houses were dark, and though a few had lights on the outside, there were more shadows than lit areas. Navigating through the darkened city would be easy.

      I hadn’t traveled far when I discovered my first potential target. The soldier was alert, though, and on duty. Not only was he likely to spot me, but I didn’t want to fight a man who was taking his job seriously. He didn’t deserve it, and I appreciated his professionalism.

      To avoid stepping around a corner and meeting a soldier face-to-face, I leaped, landing soundlessly on the roof of the nearest single-story buildings. From there, I could get a better view of my surroundings.

      From where I was, I could spot two guards on duty. I made a mental note of where they were standing, which area they were paying closest attention to, and where they seemed to be assigned. I watched their movement route for a few minutes and found a gap. It would be where my target was sleeping, eating, or otherwise goofing off.

      I stalked to the edge of the building and jumped to the next one, slowly making my way to where I thought the guard must be. It amazed me that, even though there was a Xeno queen within the walls of the city, the titus didn’t think it was important to have more guards on duty. The queen had to be influencing him. I doubted she would do so without a plan. It was bound not to be in the interest of anyone except her. Well, who cared what it was? After the queen was dead, it wouldn’t matter.

      Two roofs later, I found myself on top of one of the few two-story residences in the city. The sound of smacking lips told me I was at the right place. A small cough verified exactly where the lazy soldier was camped out.

      I looked over the edge of the building and found my target. A soldier was sitting with his back against the building in a dark area between two small lights. He wasn’t concerned at all with his surroundings. I wondered what the Dionossi punishment was for dereliction of duty. The soldier would find out soon enough.

      I quietly crept to the other side of the building and began testing bricks. It turned out that many of them were loose and a few were cracked—probably caused by the constant earthquakes. I selected one that was slightly larger than my fist and returned to the spot above the lazy soldier.

      Aiming carefully, I dropped the block. It sailed two stories down and hit him on his helmeted head with a soft gong. A moment later, I hopped down and checked on him.

      Under his helmet, I found a large goose egg forming, but he was alive. Besides a headache and a gap in his memory of where his force staff was, he’d be fine.

      After returning his dented helmet to his head, I picked up his staff and nimbly climbed back to the top of the building.

      It wouldn't have taken me long to get back to the palace, but about halfway there, just as I was about to jump to another roof, I heard a noise. It was the sound of scuffling feet hurrying along the packed-dirt street below.

      When I peeked over the edge, I found Lady Alba wearing a dark-brown cloak. She was unmistakable. She didn’t look panicked, but she was alone, which I found disturbing. On Mars, the family of political leaders were always protected, and rarely if ever spotted alone. No matter how popular the politician was, it was seen as self-evident that someone would want them dead, even if it was just a lone madman. Had she ditched her guards, or did nobody care to protect her? Given her personality and her puke-inducing physique, I couldn’t blame the titus if he secretly wanted to be rid of her. Still, it was suspicious.

      Though I had to hurry back to the palace, I resolved to find out what was going on. Given the way she’d drooled over me before, how hard could it be? I shuddered and followed the slow-moving monster over the rooftops.
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      As I followed Titus Rufus’ wife, I kept waiting to see who would jump out to take this opportunity to blackmail the leader, or at least cause him trouble. I couldn’t imagine him feeling affectionate toward her. Maybe he really didn’t care, or maybe the queen was influencing them both. It made sense. If she was only influencing Rufus, his wife could raise the alarm, but if it was both, she wouldn’t know the difference and would defend her husband against accusations.

      Either way, I didn’t have time to think about it. Lady Alba just kept going through the tiny streets, and whatever she was doing, killing the queen would solve it if it was sinister.

      Two hops later, and I was back on the street. I could have sprinted to the bush outside of my room’s balcony, but I would have raised a cloud of dust doing so. Instead, I moved quickly but lightly, and when I was behind the potted shrub again, I double-checked that the coast was still clear.

      A second later, I easily sprinted up the slightly slanted outer wall of the palace and landed on the balcony.

      Skrew turned, rifle in his hands, and lowered his weapon when he saw who it was.

      “Oh, Jacob, Skrew is sorry,” he mumbled. “Is to be careful. Almost made the pew on Jacob. Is not good.”

      “You’re doing a better job than the guard I took this from,” I said, holding the force staff out for Nyna. “He’s alive, but I’m guessing that when he wakes up, he’ll wish he wasn’t.”

      “Oh, this is going to be fun,” Nyna said. She’d already laid her tools out on a leather runner and had the staff across her lap.

      “Welcome back,” Reaver said as she came out of the bedroom. She was wearing the clothing the Ish-Nul women had made for her, pants and a long-sleeved leather shirt. Her pistol was on her hip, and her rifle was slung across her shoulders on her back.

      Enra came out of the bedroom next and watched Nyna disassemble a small panel on the force staff. “This looks like something that doesn't usually happen when envoys arrive,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I don’t have any experience with this.”

      “Neither do I,” I admitted. “But we’re doing this. They’ll thank us later.”

      “I know,” she said. “It has to be done. But I don’t know what to say.”

      “Try telling the truth,” Reaver suggested. “Politicians aren’t used to that kind of thing. You might surprise them. You might short-circuit their brain, and they’ll be too confused to be angry.”

      Both women laughed at the idea, but I saw some truth in it.

      “I saw something strange while I was retrieving that,” I said to Reaver, nodding at the staff in Nyna’s hands. “Lady Alba. She was sneaking through the streets, alone and in a hurry.”

      “I think the wife of the leader should be able to go anywhere she pleases,” Nyna blurted out defensively. “She could order a couple of soldiers to go with her, though. The titus should have kept her under guard all the time in any case.”

      “Maybe she snuck out,” Reaver offered.

      “She could have,” I said. “There aren’t enough soldiers guarding the city. Especially not with the enemy among them. She could have slipped right past them if she wanted to. It’s a sad state of affairs, and I hope killing the queen will change that.”

      “Lady Alba,” Skrew said with a shuddering sigh. “Is such of beauty. Is not like dirty armpit. Is so many beauty. Maybe Skrew can steal her away?”

      Reaver and I exchanged an uncertain glance.

      “Sorry, Skrew,” Reaver said, “but it’s probably not a good idea. We’re here representing Druma, remember? I don’t think the Dionossi leader will appreciate you stealing his wife.”

      “And it’s not something I want to have to try to explain,” Enra added.

      “Skrew is sad, but many more fishes in the water,” he said.

      “Got it,” Nyna announced. “It’s not as complicated as I thought it was. But this forcefield generator thing is pretty advanced. They’re using all kinds of components I’ve never seen. See, here—”

      I held up a hand. “What’s most important is you show us how it works. Could you?”

      Nyna nodded enthusiastically and showed us which buttons to press.

      “All right,” I said, “and if we get hold of another one, we’ll actually be able to set up a tiny forcefield of our own. Let’s go!”

      I returned to the small balcony, checked to make sure the coast was still clear, and motioned for Nyna and Enra to join me. When they did, I scooped them up, one in each arm, and jumped from the balcony. Nyna let out a little squeak of surprise.

      At the bottom, I slid to a stop and set both of them down behind the potted shrub.

      Reaver was still on the balcony. I checked again to make sure the coast was clear and motioned for her to jump. She ran back inside and reappeared with Skrew, who struggled in her arms.

      “No, is too far,” I heard vrak whisper.

      Reaver ignored him and jumped, sliding the last 20 feet to the street. Skrew looked annoyed when she placed him back on his feet, but recovered quickly and squatted low, his rifle at the ready.

      I signaled Reaver to take point, indicated the general direction I wanted her to go, and the path she should take. I took the rear of the formation. It would be my job to make sure the column remained tight and kept moving. Nobody would be left behind.

      We crept through the streets, pausing in the dark areas and hurrying through the light. It made more sense than trying to leap across the rooftops carrying people. Crashing through someone’s ceiling would be a surefire way to gain some unwanted attention. And, someone might get hurt.

      We encountered our first set of guards more than halfway to the refinery. They were alert and, rather than bashing another guard on the head, we waited for them to pass.

      I thought again about how few guards were on duty and how relaxed they seemed. The people had become too comfortable with having an enemy queen in their midst. The wealth the city brought in had made them think everything was fine, great even. They didn’t know what I knew. They hadn’t seen the horrors the Xeno could bring to bear on an entire planet. The queen would be dead soon, and the people would be safe—despite the likely downturn in their economy.

      We arrived at the refinery a few minutes later, and Reaver signaled for the column to halt. She’d spotted a single soldier ahead. I motioned for everyone to take a knee to lower their profile and make them more difficult to spot.

      I wasn’t surprised there was only one soldier guarding the refinery. There may have been another guard on the far side of the building and maybe a few inside, but it was still absurd. The refinery was the source of the city’s wealth. It housed their pet, the Xeno queen, who’d made it all possible. I would have had 30 or more protecting the building, but they didn’t think like me.

      We’d stopped a few feet back from the edge of a building in the darkness between a couple of lights. The open dirt area on our side of the refinery was about 40 feet deep and as long as the building. It was flat and covered in fine gravel. It looked like a place to load and unload equipment. It could also be used for storage or as a place to park convoys bringing gold ore in for processing. Currently, it was completely empty.

      Luckily, they didn’t build anything here, I thought. They’re going to need the space again after the queen is dead.

      When the guard walked around the far edge of the building, I scooped Nyna and Enra into my arms and ran across the gravel. When I was close enough, I leaped hard, landing softly on the metal walkway running around the top floor of the three-story building. The metal grate under my feet pinged a couple of times under my weight, but otherwise, my landing was completely silent.

      I set the women down and motioned for them to follow as I crept toward the metal door about 20 feet away. I gave the door’s lever a twist and pulled. It opened on well-oiled hinges to a control room. The few lights on the control panel provided enough illumination to see the metal floor, walls, and ceiling, and another door leading into the main room of the refinery. Two windows of woven wire dominated the same wall and provided a mostly unobstructed view into the refinery’s interior.

      The control board was constructed of sheets of metal. It had one digital display, but the rest of the controls were primitive by modern standards. There were a few levers, a couple of knobs as large as my fist, switches, and buttons. I guessed the designers were worried more about durability than anything else.

      I motioned for everyone to stay back as I approached the windows with my pistol drawn. I leaned forward and checked both left and right to make sure there were no guards nearby. I hadn’t expected any, based on what I’d seen so far, and I was correct. Even this close to the queen, security was light.

      The main room of the refinery was well-lit by large, bright lights running all around the room just under the walkway. It would help keep us from being spotted.

      Reaver entered the control room a second later and set Skrew down on his feet. I motioned for everyone to remain quiet and for Reaver to come close. Using hand and arm signals, I told her we needed to take a look. She nodded and placed her hand on the lever for the door by the windows. I raised my pistol, and when I nodded, she opened the door. There was nobody on the other side, so I crept to the doorway and peered through the metal grate of the walkway on the other side. Reaver joined me a second later.

      Hushed voices drew my attention to the platform the Xeno queen was tied to. Lady Alba was there. So were four soldiers, three of which were lined up right in front of the queen. They were whispering to Alba, trying to calm her, but she was having none of it.

      Alba had dropped her cloak to the ground and was doing her best to squeeze between a couple of the armored soldiers. She reached for the queen like her life depended on it, and though I couldn’t see her face, it sounded like she was crying.

      “Let me to her,” Alba whined. “She needs me! You aren’t treating her right! She’s lonely. She needs me to come to her!”

      “I cannot,” the fourth guard said from behind his three-man wall. “The queen must not be touched. By orders of—”

      “I am the wife of Titus Rufus, your leader,” Alba sneered. “I know what my husband’s orders are. They do not apply to me. Move! She needs me! She calls to me!”

      “She is drugged, my lady,” the soldier at the rear said. “She isn’t even aware you’re here. She’s been drugged since the day we captured her. There’s no way—”

      “Move!” Alba demanded.

      Reaver gave me a concerned glance before inspecting the rest of the building with her eyes. I did the same.

      Two huge pots were still suspended above the two tower-like furnaces in the room. Although I couldn’t see inside either of them, I was certain they each contained a large amount of molten rock.

      Three smaller pots hung from gantries nearby, but they appeared to be unused. Two more of the smaller pots lay on the dirt floor. Either the last were spares or hadn’t been installed because they were no longer needed after the queen had been captured. Besides the four soldiers and Lady Alba, I didn’t see any other people inside the refinery.

      I got up and motioned for Reaver and the others to join me at the back of the room near the door to the outside.

      “Lady Alba is in there,” I whispered. “She’s giving the guards a hard time. It sounds like she wants to give the Xeno queen a big hug. She’s definitely being influenced.”

      “Maybe we should let her?” Nyna said. “Two birds, one stone kind of thing?”

      “No!” Skrew whispered, waving three hands against it. “Is Xeno queen. Maybe bite. Maybe make Lady Alba dead. Is not good.”

      “I was kidding,” Nyna assured him. Then, she turned to me and mouthed, “Mostly.”

      Reaver covered her mouth to hide her grin.

      “This doesn’t change the plan,” I told the team. “The Xeno queen dies tonight. Here’s what I need. Reaver, you sneak around to the other side of the building. Provide cover if things go badly.

      “Nyna and Enra, I need you to cover the door to the outside. Beatrix should be waiting for us near the main entrance, but identify anything that comes through that door before you shoot.

      “Skrew, I need you to provide cover from the doorway. Stay out of sight, but be ready to pew something if I need you to. Don’t shoot until Nyna does, but don’t stop until she does. Got it?”

      Everyone nodded and took their positions. Reaver slowly crept along the walkway until she reached the other side. She let me know she was ready by shouldering her rifle.

      I snuck out onto the walkway and crept forward to find a position as close to the Xeno queen as I could. Alba had already threatened the guards and had started suggesting she could help get them promoted if they allowed her to reach the queen. They refused, which set her off on another temper tantrum. It made me wonder how often it happened. The soldiers seemed to be used to it.

      When I found a good spot, I jumped from the walkway and landed with a resounding gong on the opposite side of the queen from the soldiers and Alba.

      They gasped and turned toward me. It was too late for any of them to do anything. I quickly walked toward the queen’s tail as her body twitched and quivered. I used my sword to unzip the queen like an overstuffed purse. Her guts spilled onto the floor of the platform in wet, heavy splashes.

      “No!” Alba shrieked. “What has he done? Kill him! He killed the queen! Kill him now!”

      The guard at the rear, the one who’d been trying to negotiate with the hysterical woman, turned toward me. He left his pistol in its holster and kept his force staff pointed upward.

      “I am the wife of the titus!” Alba shrieked. “Kill him now! That’s an order!”

      “You are the wife of the titus,” I said. “You’re not the titus himself. You have no political authority, nor do you command the Dionossi army.”

      “He’s a murderer!” Alba shrieked. “Kill him!”

      A second later, she pushed her way past the three distracted guards who’d been trying to hold her back. She was leaning forward, spittle flying from her lips, and had her fingers extended like claws toward my face. I wasn’t going to kill her, but I also had no intention of letting her scratch my eyes out. Luckily I didn’t have to.

      The closest guard, the one who’d been trying to calm her, grabbed her around the waist and started dragging her toward the others. They grabbed her by the arms and held her back.

      Alba kicked at their armored legs, tried to scratch their armored forearms, and when neither tactic worked, resorted to spitting on them.

      The closest guard frowned and stared at the Xeno queen’s slowly deflating body. The only sounds in the room were Alba’s curses, grunts, and whines, and the wet splats of the queen’s guts adding to those already spreading across the platform.

      “Why did you do that?” the soldier asked.

      “That’s not a question you would ask if you understood the Cimex as I do. I’m from a planet called Mars. We’ve been fighting them for generations, and trust me when I tell you they would easily succeed in occupying a planet like yours.”

      “What do you do with planets the Cimex have occupied?”

      “We make sure that nothing could live on the planet for the next hundred years. So, let me prevent that from happening to your planet.”

      The soldiers’ faces blanched. They looked like they wanted to say something but that they couldn’t find words appropriate for the situation.

      A second later, Lady Alba shrieked again, tore her arms free from the soldiers’ grasps, and snatched a staff from one of their holsters.

      Ooh, not the best move, I thought with a grimace. I hoped the guards would go easy on her when they got it back.

      Before they could react, the crazed woman had raised the staff, aimed it at my face, and pulled the trigger.

      I caught the energy bolt with the flat side of Ebon’s blade, where it was absorbed and vanished as if it had been shot through a keyhole into an endless, black room. Then, with a flick of my wrist, I sliced the staff in two, missing the fingers of her hand by less than an inch.

      “Drop it,” I ordered.

      Instead, Alba shrieked again and fired again. The weapon malfunctioned, and sparks of electricity shot from it and up her arm. She gasped and collapsed to the floor.

      “No!” Skrew cried from his position on the walkway above my head.

      The guards glanced his direction, spotted the vrak, looked around, and spotted Reaver as well.

      One of the guards turned Alba over and brought his ear close to her mouth. “She’s alive,” he reported. He then inspected her hand, removing the shattered remains of the staff, and looked at her fingers. “She’s burned and will probably be unconscious for a while. Why did she do that?”

      “Because she’s under the influence of the queen,” I said.

      “But the queen is dead.”

      “There’s another queen.”

      The soldiers were silent for several seconds as they absorbed the gravity of my words.

      The soldier closest to me studied me thoughtfully for a moment. “I understand why you killed the queen,” he said. “But we have to get Lady Alba to a medic. It’s our duty.”

      “I understand,” I said.

      The four soldiers carefully lifted the old woman’s unconscious form and carried her off.

      I motioned for the others to join me and turned to study the dead Xeno queen. It’s a shame I can only kill you once, I thought. Luckily, I get double the fun on this planet.

      Reaver landed with a thump that raised a small cloud of dust from the refinery floor. “Is that it?” she asked. “Now, we just have to go through the hive to make sure there’s not another queen, right?”

      “There is another queen,” I said. “You saw what Alba did. She’s still under the queen’s influence. The fight may be bigger than we’d hoped, but yes, we’re heading to the hive.”

      Skrew, Enra, and Nyna climbed down a metal ladder and joined us a few seconds later.

      “Let’s go,” I said, before leading the gang to the main exit.

      When I slid the doors open, however, I found myself staring at General Cassius and 50 of his soldiers.

      “Poop waffles,” Skrew grunted.
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      I signaled for the rest of the team to wait while I approached General Cassius. He was wearing his helmet, and what I could see of his face held a stern look.

      “Is it done?” he asked.

      “This queen is dead, yes,” I said, “but I still need to destroy the hive. It’s the only way to ensure another queen won’t rise and try to influence anyone else. Are you here to stop me?”

      The general chewed on his thoughts for a moment before answering. “I have spoken with the Senate. They have granted me temporary emergency powers in spite of Rufus’ protests. I told them about the queen and how dangerous she is. I gave them enough examples of where we’d been weakened by the proclamations of the titus, and they agreed. Until the queen is dead, and I’ve verified it, I am in command. I’ve gathered as many loyal soldiers as I could find, but I don’t like where I see things heading.

      “Some of the army has sided with the titus, whom they consider to be infallible. He was elected by 99 of his peers, who are considered wise by all. They refuse to join me, citing that Titus Rufus is the supreme commander of the army. They do not recognize the declaration of the Senate and are surrounding the palace. Rufus has called for our arrest—yours, and mine.”

      I sighed. The enemy had dug her hooks deep into the minds of the leaders. She’d pulled their strings, marionetting them in front of their people, causing everyone to believe in their righteousness. It looked like it was going to lead to a civil war.

      “What is your intention?” I asked, hearing the feet of my nervous team shift in the dirt behind me.

      “My intention?” he asked with a small laugh. “To continue to serve the Dionossi people and their Senate to the best of my ability. If you’re asking what I’m planning to do, the answer is nothing. I’m here to escort you to the Great Gate to make sure you defenders of my people make it out of the city in one piece. After that, it’ll be up to you.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      Instead of answering, he took a step to my right and held out his fist, fingers curled and facing the soil. I returned the gesture, touching my fist to his. He wanted to make sure his troops saw what we were doing. There would be no doubt in their minds about how their general felt about the foreigner. By giving me the honor of being called his equal, I’d been gifted the respect of his soldiers as well. It was something they’d never forget..

      “We have one small problem,” I whispered to him, leaning in. “Lady Alba is inside. She’s lying on the floor. She tried to attack me. I cut the end off the staff she took from one of the guards. She tried to fire it anyway and—”

      “And it shocked the shit out of her,” the general finished. “That’s a flaw in the design our engineers haven’t been able to work out. A soldier would have known to drop the weapon. Does she live?”

      “She was alive just seconds ago,” I said.

      “Then she should be fine. The guards will take her to the infirmary. She’ll have burned hands, but that should be the worst of it. And, she’ll have a nasty headache when she wakes up. But,” he leaned in closer, “between you and me, the bitch deserved it.” He gave me a playful punch on my shoulder and winked before turning back to his troops.

      “We will escort the envoy and her party to the Great Gate,” he said. “From there, we will move to the town center where we will remain as a reserve force should Titus Rufus call upon us. We will not surrender our weapons, nor will we surrender each other. We have the backing of the Senate, and we will rid our city of the Cimex scourge. Form ranks!”

      The soldiers replied with a double thump to their chest armor in perfect unison before forming two rows in front and behind the transport with two columns to the left and right.

      “It appears I will not have to kill anyone, yet,” Beatrix said, suddenly materializing near my left elbow. She slapped me playfully on the butt. “Good job,” she whispered in my ear.

      “You too,” I said, returning the favor and adding a squeeze to boot.

      Moments later, everyone was on the transport, and we were moving. The soldiers on the outside of the columns and rows extended their staves outward, and as one, the weapons began to glow brightly.

      “They’re protecting us,” Reaver said.

      “Forcefields,” Nyna whispered. “We’re a walking fortress. That’s badass!”

      Several minutes later, we were at the Great Gate. One guard in the front of the formation dropped his shield long enough for two behind him to run through to the gates, tap them with their staves, and when they began to open, rejoin the formation.

      “This is as far as we go,” Cassius said to me. “I have no doubt that if we were to step through the Great Gate, it would snap shut behind us. We would never be allowed back in. After that, I suspect Rufus would declare the Senate null and void. He’d have all the Senators executed and declare himself supreme leader.”

      “Citizen,” a guard at the rear of the formation called out, “return to your home! Remain there until we sound the all-clear!”

      A door slammed somewhere in the darkness.

      “The citizens have heard us. They’ll be curious what’s going on. Leave now so that we may close the gate and manage this properly. Good luck, and may the Dark Ones watch over you.”

      I was shocked to hear a reference to the Lakunae. Nobody on the planet had spoken of them before, and I wondered how far they had reached into the consciousness of the universe.

      The guards in front lowered their shields and marched out of the way. Mere seconds later, my team was on the transport, soaring across the barren landscape.

      We started slowing down when the lights around the hive came into view. As I tried to mentally prepare for what the second queen might look like, my thoughts turned to Lady Alba.

      On Mars, where efficiency was paramount, nobody with such a vile spouse would be elected or appointed to a position of leadership. And any politician whose performance or attitude changed would have their personal life examined closely. If it turned out that their spouse was the cause of the issue, they would be summarily removed from office.

      For that reason, most politicians didn’t get married. That wasn’t to say they weren’t romantically involved with someone, but marriage was more of a commitment than most were willing to tolerate. If an unmarried politician was removed from office, it was because of something they did or did not do. It couldn’t be blamed on anyone else. Efficiency.

      We traveled for several minutes, slowing down further as we drew closer. The trees, though dead, were still dense. Between them, I could see shadows moving in the distance.

      We’d have to get closer to discover whose side the soldiers were on. If they weren’t on the side of the Senate and I couldn’t convince them to leave—or at least stand aside—I knew I’d be forced to hurt them. I’d kill as few as possible, but it was for the good of them and their families that the hive needed to be destroyed. I signaled Beatrix to land as soon as possible when we were at a specific distance.

      I motioned for the others to come close. “I need to see what the situation is like at the hive,” I whispered. “It’ll be too big of a risk to bring everyone though. If the soldiers aren’t friendly to what we intend to do, things might get dicey. Reaver will come with me to find out where they stand. We don’t have any comms, so the two of us will be able to communicate fast and efficiently alone.”

      “Oh, no, no problem,” Nyna said, holding both hands above her shoulders as if in surrender. “I’d rather not fight human soldiers. That just seems all kinds of weird and yucky, you know? I don’t mind blasting the fuck out of a billion bugs, but humans? Not if I can avoid it.”

      “I will stay with the rear element,” Beatrix said. “We will ensure you are not attacked from behind. They may have patrols looking for us. If they do, I will have no problem killing all of them.”

      “That’s because you’re not human,” Nyna said softly.

      “You are correct,” Beatrix said. “Though I am fond of humans in general and do not desire to kill any, I would kill all humans to protect my friends.” She said it with a calm conviction that sent a small shiver up my spine. The woman was a machine.

      “We hope that won’t be necessary,” Reaver said, hoisting her rifle. “Ready when you are.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Column formation. I don’t expect any hostiles, but if you’re fired upon, destroy your opponent. Also, we won’t surrender ourselves or our weapons. We need this queen dead.”

      Without another spoken word, we headed into the forest. Our first encounter came about 10 minutes later. There were two soldiers speaking softly ahead of us. I signaled Reaver to stop, took a knee, and focused on what the soldiers were saying.

      “It’s not right. We’re out here guarding something we should be setting on fire. All I’m saying is—”

      “You shouldn’t be saying anything at all. Talk like that makes you sound like you don’t support Titus Rufus. Is that what you want your men to think?”

      There was an awkward silence that seemed to fill the space between the unseen men.

      “What if I do? You heard the general. The Senate supports him. They can do that. He’s not all-powerful.”

      “He is your commander, and you will not disparage him. Am I understood?”

      “Yes, Sir, but—”

      “But, we’ll have to decide how to do this while still sounding like professionals. Our only trouble is going to be Lieutenant Orpho. His men listen to him. He has their respect.”

      “I don’t mean to be disrespectful to the lieutenant, Sir, but he does not hold his men’s respect. He is unusually cruel to them when you’re not around. He’s lucky they haven’t killed him themselves.”

      “Why was I not told of this?”

      “Because, Sir, you said commanders should command how they see fit.”

      There was another long silence between the men. I had a guess who the junior was. I signaled Reaver to cover me and stepped from the darkness.

      Both men turned and faced me, but neither spoke. I was within 20 feet of them before Prefect Balbus asked, “Jacob? Is that you?”

      They raised their weapons, but not all the way.

      “It is,” I said. I decided to cut to the chase. “I’m here to destroy the hive. You don’t need to stick around if it's not politically expedient, but I wouldn’t mind you watching my team’s back. We’re going to be engaged with what I suspect are about a million Cimex. What say you?”

      The prefect glanced at his weapon and then at his companion before answering. “Our orders are clear. We are to prevent the escape of even a single Cimex from the hive. However, as the ranking officer present, if I don’t feel as though your actions will result in the escape of even a single Cimex, then I have no action I need to take.”

      “Wouldn’t it be prudent, Sir, to observe what was happening, in case things do not go as planned?”

      “Yes,” Balbus said, “good thinking.”

      He turned to me with a serious expression. “I have spoken with General Cassius, and you have our support—or as much as we can give in this delicate matter. As I have stated, I cannot be directly involved in this matter. If you don’t make it, not only will it be my career… it’ll be my head.”

      “I understand,” I told him. “I overheard you speaking. What do you think your soldiers will do when we stroll up armed and ready to invade the thing they’ve been guarding?”

      The men gave each other a long, meaningful look.

      “We’re not sure,” the first man said. “That’s the problem. It could be a rout. They could go along with us. Or, they could start fighting. You are destroying the city’s economy, after all. But we understand why you’re doing it. We have enough gold in the treasury to restart, but the people are going to have to get used to working for a living again. At least we’ll be secure.”

      “Agreed,” Balbus said, though he looked pained. “Is your team with you?”

      “They are. We’re ready. All we really need is for your men to stand aside.”

      The prefect took a deep breath. “Well, then I guess there’s nothing else to do but find out. This way, if you please. If you walk with me, it might startle them less.”

      I nodded and took a respectful place to the left and slightly behind the prefect. Over my shoulder, I signaled “follow,” then “back up.” Reaver was a great sniper, and I only needed her to keep her eyes open and her safety off. She’d bust heads if it came down to it.

      We entered camp a minute later, and at first, no one seemed to notice. Then, there was a gasp, followed by another. Soon, the entire 80-man reserve unit was gathered around.

      “That man’s a traitor, and likely a spy!”

      “No, he’s not, you dunce. He’s here to save us from ourselves.”

      “We don’t need any saving.”

      “Silence!” the prefect ordered.

      The men obeyed instantly. He cleared his throat before continuing.

      “Our orders are simple. We are to prevent any Cimex from escaping. Our job is not to protect them. General Cassius has received a declaration of emergency powers from the Senate. He’s the supreme commander of the army now. We follow his orders.”

      There was some grumbling from the crowd, and I knew Reaver would be scanning every face, looking for any of them who looked like they were getting ready to attack.

      “So, what are we supposed to do, Sir?” a younger man in the front asked. “Just stand here while they, what, burn it?”

      “Precisely that. If they go in, and Cimex start coming out, we will destroy the bugs because that is our order. No Cimex shall escape, or it’ll be your head on a stick, am I clear?”

      The soldiers thumped their chest once in salute.

      Prefect Balbus looked the crowd of men over. “I expect my officers to follow orders. You are officers for a reason! However, I understand that some of the troops may be uncomfortable with the situation. We are not trained for this, because this is politics. We leave that kind of bullshit to the Senate. That’s why the Senate exists. Our jobs have been—and will always be—to kill, defend, and destroy. All I’m asking today is for you to act like an army. Kill any Cimex who try to escape. Defend your brethren. Destroy your doubts and fears.”

      The ensuing roar was deafening. It was followed by enthusiastic chest-beating. The prefect puffed out his chest in pride.

      “Officers,” he yelled above the din, “take charge and carry out my orders! Do not intervene and do not interfere! Show me what your men can do!”

      Several men wearing red sashes stepped out of the crowd and began issuing orders.

      “It’s all yours,” Balbus said to me. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”
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      Nyna’s finger hovered over the button for the forcefield. Besides the slight breeze whispering through the dead branches of the nearby trees, the world surrounding the hive was eerily calm. I drew Ebon, steadied myself, and nodded.

      She pressed the button, and the forcefield dropped soundlessly. I caught a Xeno hand less than an inch from her face as it erupted through the side of the hive. Nyna didn’t have a chance to scream before falling straight to her back. The bastards had somehow anticipated what we would do, and they were waiting for her.

      I pulled hard and heard the harbinger’s body slam against the inside of its hive. I pulled again, harder than before, and the arm came free. I shoved it back through the hole and felt it crunch through a carapace. The fight was on.

      The iridescent exterior of the hive began to explode into small fragments and powder as one or both of the women behind me opened up with their rifles. I squinted my eyes to protect them from any sharp fragments as I worked my sword and pistol.

      I slashed, fired through the narrow gap I’d created, and slashed again. Within three seconds, the section of wall directly in front of me collapsed, and I was facing a tangle of legs and buggy faces. They were too tightly packed to make out how many there were, so I backed away to give the women more room and continued firing.

      The smoke from the roasted bug goo soon became a sickening, thick cloud that burned my eyes and sinuses. Vaporized acid touched my skin and I had to take another step back.

      “Move!” I barked at Nyna. She hadn’t moved since she’d taken down the forcefield. She just stared in horror at the sheer number of grotesque, frenzied bug legs shaking with uncontainable murderous intent. The Xeno blood pumping out of the hole from the pile of bodies inside would spread, and if she didn’t move soon, it would reach her.

      I sheathed Ebon, scooped Nyna up under my arm, and took a few more steps back. I didn’t see any new bugs trying to attack through the gap in the wall, but there were so many bodies piled up in front of it that seeing past the mess was impossible.

      The gunfire stopped. I searched for another target among the broken mess of bleeding Xeno bodies. Nothing moved, but I didn’t think for a second that there wouldn’t be more. We’d only defeated the first wave.

      “Wow,” Skrew breathed.

      “Was that it?” Nyna asked. “Did you get them all?”

      “Not even close,” I said.

      I felt the vibrations of hundreds of Xeno feet scrambling like ants on a sugar cube through the ground; I heard it within their walls. They were hungry for a fight. I was more than happy to oblige.

      “Reaver,” I said, “move four staves down and get ready. We’ll take another crack at it, and if worse comes to worst, keep going around the circle. Eventually, we’ll chew through enough of their numbers to get inside. Then, we’ll find the queen and finish this.”

      “Roger that,” Reaver said excitedly, dashing to the indicated polearm. She placed her finger on the button and waited for a nod from me before she pressed it.

      A second later, I was at the gap again, stabbing Ebon through the exterior wall of the hive, but something was different. There were no twitching bodies pulling on the sword on the other side.

      “Open it up!” I ordered. “We’re going in!”

      Reaver pressed the button. I’d been in many battles before, but never one against so many opponents. Other soldiers who had and who had survived had explained it to me, but the experience was so much more.

      One Xeno attacked through the wall, aiming for my face. I ducked beneath its long, claw-like fingers and charged, crashing through the wall. Its body hit several others and crashed through a second wall before stopping. The hive was lit by glowfrogs. It would be their undoing.

      I heard movement and mule-kicked the leg off a harbinger rushing to attack from behind. The one I’d crashed into was recovering, so I slid Ebon’s point under its chin and into its brain. Energy weapons lanced from the doorway. Beatrix was keeping as many off of me as she could manage. Reaver slowly worked her way inside.

      The world was a tangle of legs, mandibles, and claws. I became the death-bringer, a whirlwind of destruction. A harbinger reached for my throat. I leaned back, severed its arm, and kicked it under its abdomen. The creature crashed into the ceiling, and small pieces of it began to fall, sparkling like a shattered disco ball.

      There were many more Xeno coming. They poured out of small passageways and chewed through their own walls to get to us. They were desperate. The queen was scared.

      She’d better be.

      I rotated Ebon in my hand and slowed my swing. I needed to drive them back and not surround myself with an ocean of acidic blood. I struck out, hearing and feeling their exoskeletons shatter and crunch under the blows. They staggered, but not far enough, so I turned the side of my blade toward them, swinging harder and faster.

      Reaver roared a challenge. Energy bolts turned the room red, and still we fought. A harbinger charged me like a bull. I kicked its head while batting away the attack of another. Its head came off, so on the back-swing, I spun around and kicked it again, sending it careening off the heads of two others who dropped, their heads caved in.

      Your body will serve as food for my young. They will feast upon your flesh, your bones, your organs. They will delight in your taste, and they will thrive.

      I already knew there was another queen; the actions of the Xeno soldiers had proven it. Now I knew I had her attention.

      The mental attack was no more than a whisper against the sound of my heart pounding in my ears and the hisses of my enemy. The queen was close. I could feel her presence, hear her trying to confuse me into making a mistake. I would make no mistakes, and as I felt her presence move further away, I decided to pursue. I looked forward to the sound of her guts spilling out.

      I needed something heavy. Beatrix and Reaver were stuck at the entry point. A pile of Xeno bodies grew in front of them. We were winning, but the Xeno weren’t making it easy. My warriors would have to close me in soon and start on a new entry point. There was too much blood for them to continue forward or for me to move back.

      I drew my pistol and used it to block one attack before driving Ebon’s point through the nearest Xeno. I wrenched the creature sideways as it scratched at my extended arm. It became a hammer, its nearby comrades nails.

       I whirled three times with the Xeno writhing on the end of my blade and launched it into the narrow tunnel. The flailing Xeno crashed through a dozen of its allies, knocking them to the floor.

      I jumped at the spot I’d been shooting at. My shoulders hit the ceiling, and I felt it give, but I crashed back to the bottom floor. With my second attempt, I tried to aim my shoulder in a point and pushed harder. The tough Xeno floor gave away with a resounding crash. I jumped up and landed with one foot on each side of the hole and no Xeno around me at all. Still, they poured in where I’d been standing, so I stepped to the side and let the pistol do most of the work. Beatrix and Reaver would see what was happening and adjust fire accordingly. I gave it 30 seconds—maybe a minute—before they would join me on the second floor of the hive.

      I sensed something had changed. The queen was fleeing. It was likely the fat bitch was being carried by her workers as far away from me as possible. They’d be gathering troops around her while others were sent to keep me busy long enough for her to set up her defenses. I had to move, but I didn’t have a way to tell my companions what I was doing… or did I?

      I continued to pour fire into the hole I’d jumped through and backed toward the nearest wall. I also had to keep an eye on the nearby corridors to make sure the bugs hadn’t discovered another shortcut and were on the same floor, but every direction I looked was empty. When I bumped into the wall, I jabbed my sword through it. Firing with one hand and cutting with the other, I opened a rough circle to the outside world. If the women were still trying to get in, I hoped they’d spot it and know where I was.

      Three blasts down the hole to kill the bugs trying to get to me, one into the ceiling to make a hole to get to the queen. Three more blasts, and the bodies began to stack up. Another one to the ceiling, and the hole was almost big enough to jump through.

      I crashed through, dust and rubble pouring into my face, and landed in a gigantic room. The floor was covered in dirt. I blinked furiously as I swung Ebon in a spiraling whirlwind of death. Xeno piled on top of each other below, trying to climb through the hole I’d created, and fell as fast as I could kill them. New ones took their place as quickly as the others fell.

      You may derive some comfort from knowing that you will live on beyond your inevitable death. You see, my eggs will hatch within your warm, rotting flesh. They will eat their way through, becoming one with your body. They will devour your women, though they may live to feel my young grow within them. Their screams will be delightful to me. You cannot win. Even now, you scurry into my plan.

      I forced the presence from my mind and focused on the room, letting my hands and instincts guide my sword. Xeno climbed over each other to get to me. They aren’t eager, I reminded myself. They can’t even think for themselves. They’re being driven to me by a desperate queen who sees her death coming. I focused on the room again, trusting my instinct, training, and my Lakunae powers to keep me alive.

      The room was hemispherical and at least 200 feet across. The bugs crowded into each other, though there weren’t as many as before. The largest cluster was near the far side of the room. They were piled on top of one another in a kind of bug leg-web I couldn’t see past.

      They were protecting the queen with their own bodies. A new sound tickled the edge of my consciousness. It was gunfire. Reaver and Beatrix had managed to breach the hive. I could hear them under my feet.

      “Jacob!” Reaver called out.

      Several nearby bugs tried climbing the walls, but they were too slick. I holstered my pistol and caught them as they fell. Each one became a heavy projectile as I sent them crashing through the mass of oncoming Xeno. Bugs spun and flew through the air, yet still, they came.

      My children can see where there is no light, tasty human. Can you?

      Suddenly, the light of the glowfrogs was extinguished, and I was dropped into complete darkness. I increased the pace of my swings and activated my Void-vision. The walls glowed a dull orange, and the Xeno looked like radioactive beacons of sickly, green light.

      Where once there was a confusing mass of flailing, chewing bodies, each Xeno now stood out from the others. I saw what direction they were moving and which they’d come from. I knew their target, the next place they’d drop their sharp, pointed feet, and where their attention was focused.

      I cut, stabbed, and slashed, taking my time and dropping enemies all around me. When the blood and gore became too thick, I stood on top of one and waited for them to come to me. I could feel the queen’s rage. She was far away—not as close as the pile of bugs on the far wall appeared to suggest.

      I stopped killing the Xeno and began hurting them. I needed a few bodies. As they attacked, I jabbed Ebon into nerve centers I could suddenly distinguish from the rest of their body and organs. The bleeding would be minimal, their forms subdued and still.

      I slowly made a stack of Xeno bodies that reached several feet high. Then, I tucked Ebon against my right forearm, hilt facing outward, and ran.

      I cracked the heads and broke the necks of the last four I used as a runway to gain enough speed and nearly laughed when I made my first revolution along the domed ceiling. To anyone else, the bugs would have been a blur, but I could still tell each individual one apart from the others. I could have named them if I so chose. Instead, I killed them.

      Ebon became my straight-edged scythe as I began to harvest the crop of Xeno heads. A few arms were separated from bodies, but mostly, it was heads. It wasn’t until my fourth revolution around the room that the first bodies began to fall to the floor. The heads, I predicted, would fall just over a second later. By then, new bodies would be separated from their control centers.

      I stretched as far as I could with Ebon, but I’d run out of targets I could reach. Two more revolutions along the wall, relying on centrifugal force, only brought me six more heads. It was time to finish the last 30 or 40 off. Those who’d been pretending to protect the queen were already dead. She hadn’t been among them.

      I kicked off from the wall, felt it crunch beneath my feet, and realized I could only do that trick so many times. There were enough bodies to stay off the blood, so I hopped between them.

      When a Xeno tried to take my legs from me, I performed a backflip, removed its head, and planted both feet in the chest of another. I kicked off from the harbinger hard, sending it flying through the air, then kicked off from the wall behind it.

      Four seconds later, I stood in the middle of twitching legs. The room was quickly filling with the acidic stink of Xeno blood. Not a single one of them lived.

      I marched over the bodies to the hole the harbinger had made when it went through the wall. The forcefield was down, and 50 or more Xeno bodies littered the ground around the ruined hive. One was still living, however. It appeared to be playing dead, so I jumped from the hole, flipped backward through the air, and buried Ebon’s blade through its brain and into the parched soil beneath it.

      Several soldiers who’d been looking for survivors among the dead gaped at me. “Holy shit,” one whispered.

      “Wow,” Skrew said, walking up behind them, Nyna close behind. She was tending to what appeared to be an acid burn on his arm. It was nearly healed, thanks to her Void-tech stick, but it looked like it had been nasty. “Jacob killed all?”

      I glanced around. Reaver and Beatrix ran up to me and nearly knocked me over, covering me with kisses.

      “Doesn’t look like it,” I said. “What happened out here?”

      “There were too many,” Reaver gasped between kisses. “They just kept coming. Kept pushing their way out. We had to fight them in the open. Soldiers came. They helped.”

      “His eyes,” a guard among the gathering crowd gasped. “Look at his eyes!”

      I quickly returned my vision to normal.

      “It is over?” Beatrix asked, holding me at arm’s length. “The queen is dead?”

      I turned back to the hive and reactivated my Void-vision. The dull orange of a healthy hive was slowly turning to a dark brown as it decayed. I could see within the structure. There were passageways, tunnels, and tubes. Rooms that looked like early hatcheries were now filled with dirt.

      The bugs had used the huge hive as a screen for their real plans. They’d filled every available space with the dirt from their excavations. They’d taken their time, and somewhere along the way had discovered an underground cavern. The need to bring their dirt to the surface had ended. I studied it further and understood what had occurred over the years. While the Dionossi had spent their days enjoying their peace and prosperity, the queen had worked and slaved to grow an army.

      “No,” I said. “She wasn’t in the hive. She probably hasn’t been in there for months, maybe years. She’s underground. And she’s preparing to attack.”

      “She’s preparing?” Reaver balked. “Then what was that?”

      “That was only the beginning,” I said.
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      We stood outside the ruined hive, squinting through acrid smoke. The Xeno blood was reacting with the dirt, dead trees, and the very soil were standing on.

      Soldiers milled about, openly wondering what they should do. Some thought it was all over; but they hadn’t witnessed anything yet.

      We couldn’t risk going down into the tunnels, I decided. There were too many Xeno, and it was likely that the passages were too narrow. Xeno could also extend their legs further than I could my own. They could fight and climb at the same time. 

      “May I speak with you?” Prefect Balbus asked, his voice a hushed, gritty whisper.

      “Of course,” I said, before turning to Reaver. “I need to speak with Prefect Balbus. Get our team ready to head back to the city. Check everyone for injuries. Don’t take their word for it—check them.”

      “Oh,” Balbus added, “and please pass the same message to one of my captains. They’re the ones wearing red sashes. It’s time we get back to the city. There’s nothing else we can do here. The Xeno have already escaped underground. Our position is no longer tenable, and it looks like whatever plan the queen had in play may come to fruition soon. We need to get back to the city, in case that’s her next target.”

      “That’s a wise move,” I said.

      My first impression of him had been of a man who was petty, arrogant, and foolhardy. But he was a capable commander in a tough situation, which had recently become even more difficult. When we were about 50 feet away from the hive, he spoke again.

      “I think this is a war the army is unprepared for,” he said. “Our training doctrine is focused on threats from without, not from within. May I speak freely?”

      “Of course. I’m not in your chain of command. Anything we say here will remain confidential.”

      “Very well.” He took a deep breath. “Our leader, Titus Rufus, has gone mad. I don’t know if it’s the gold, the power, or what, but he’s mad. We haven’t performed any real, official training since we caught the queen and learned how to milk her for a profit.

      “My family and I have benefitted from his discovery, but in the back of my mind, I was always afraid this day would come. Living a soft life has made us complacent and weak. I’m not sure the army has it within us to—”

      “Stop. The only reason your men will fail is if you fail them. They will feed off your fear and indecision, which is why you can’t show even a drop of either. If you tell them they are bulletproof, they will believe you. If you lead them into battle, stand shoulder to shoulder with them, they will fight even harder.

      “Make your instructions simple and clear. Empower your captains to make executive decisions, and they won’t let you down. It’s time to display some courage. You will be both feared and respected by your enemies. They will hear of what happened and how we won.”

      “Rufus won’t care,” he sighed. “I’ll be lucky—”

      “Titus Rufus is a politician. You are a military commander. The two rarely converge. You worry about defending the citizens under your charge. General Cassius and I will deal with Titus Rufus.”

      Prefect Balbus managed to look both ashamed and frightened at the same time. He closed his mouth and offered me a double-thump chest salute. I responded by holding out my fist. He looked stunned.

      “Thank you for the honor, Jacob,” he said as his fist met mine. “I won’t let you down.”

      “See that you don’t,” I said.

      The prefect ran back to his commanders, climbed onto a transport, and they were off. I’d managed not only to earn the respect of the second and third commanders of the Dionossi army, but it appeared I had also become their leader. I wouldn’t let them down.

      I ran to my team and hopped aboard the transport.

      “Is everything okay?” Reaver asked, studying my face.

      “Everything will be, once this battle is over,” I said. “The prefect needed some pep talk, that’s all.”

      “The one about no drops of this or that and the troops being bulletproof?”

      I laughed. “Yeah, that one.”

      “That’s one of your best ones,” she said with a smile.

      “Let’s go,” I said to Nyna.

      A moment later, we were tearing across the dry lands between the forest and Dionos.

      When the city came into view, I saw a sight I hadn’t expected. The Great Gate was closed, with the detachment that had been guarding the hive stuck on the outside. Nyna brought our transport next to the prefect’s.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “They won’t open the gate. They won’t even answer our calls. There doesn’t seem to be anything wrong with the comms. They just aren’t answering.”

      “Do you have a way to signal them?”

      “We shouldn’t need to. I know they can see us. There are sensors all over the outside of the wall. There’s no way we’ve been missed.”

      

      I paused. “If someone needed to get into the city, what would be a good way to do it that wouldn’t permanently destroy a vital part of the defenses?”

      “Based on what I’ve seen you do before, I’d take that black sword of yours and penetrate the forcefield up top. It’ll recover quickly, but you’d be able to get in through there. After that, I don’t know. It depends on what’s happening inside. But if you can get us in, we can help. Our presence alone might be enough to fix whatever is going on in there.”

      “What am I likely to find?”

      “My guess? Titus Rufus has arrested the general and his captains. The military has been ordered to lock the city down—nobody in or out.”

      “And what would be the solution?”

      Balbus sighed. “Something I’ve never seen in my lifetime. In such a case, I think the proper response would be for the Senate to declare the titus an insurrectionist. They would then take command of the army themselves. However, it takes at least eight members of the Senate to vote the titus out of power. All he has to do is keep them separate, which he’s probably already thought of.”

      The queen had done a fantastic job choosing her targets. She’d paralyzed most of the army, frozen the Dionossi government, and kept the fate of the world in her maw. She needed to die, even if I had to take the entire planet with her.

      “And if the titus were to die?” I asked.

      Prefect Balbus coughed uncomfortably. “Such talk from one of my troops would earn him a swift punishment in the most severe way I could imagine, Sir. That’s not something I’m prepared to discuss. Only the Senate may inflict such a sentence upon a titus.

      “The only viable solution is to convince the army to follow the Senate. General Cassius is in command, but until they recognize it, they’ll follow their hearts. Since Titus Rufus has made most of them very comfortable with the wealth he’s generated, it’s something they don’t want to give up. They’ll need to be convinced it’s the right thing to do.”

      “What if I just get inside and open the gate?”

      Balbus nodded thoughtfully. “That would bring a swift outcome. However, there would be a bloody fight. Both sides would destroy each other, and we don’t know which side holds the majority. I believe this is a battle for the hearts and minds of the army, Sir. They need to be united against a common enemy. They need to know what the threat is before it’s too late. The one who promises them victory will be their leader, whoever it is.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Reaver said.

      “As will I,” Beatrix enjoined.

      “Skrew will pew!” the vrak said.

      I held up a hand to interrupt any more volunteers. “Not this time. I don’t want this to look like an invasion; otherwise, that common enemy will be us. I need to empower their leaders to set their troops straight. It needs to start at the top with the general. I’ll locate him and find out what’s going on. Maybe the queen got to him, too.”

      “I don’t believe so,” Prefect Balbus said. “He’s still making the tough decisions, and he isn’t acting any differently than before—except for being a bit more difficult to deal with after his meetings with the titus. But, I think that’s to be expected. Let’s hope I’m right.”

      I nodded. “I trust your assessment.”

      Prefect Balbus held up a finger. “Hold on,” he said. Then, he turned away and spoke into his helmet’s communicator for a moment before turning back. He signaled for me to get off the transport.

      As soon as I did, a soldier ran up to me and handed me his helmet. “I was ordered to give this to you,” he said.

      I looked to the prefect, who nodded and tapped the side of his own helmet. After a quick radio check with him, I was off.

      I ran at medium speed; I didn’t want to run fast enough to create a rooster tail of dirt until I was close enough that it wouldn’t make a difference.

      “What’s the range on the scanners?” I transmitted.

      “About 20 miles,” Balbus replied. “Anything further than that is no more than a blur. We don't use the same scanners we use in our starships; they’re too powerful to use on land.”

      “Any chance you’ll have one of those starships coming in any time soon?”

      “No. We only have a few, and they’re out on patrols. Only the titus or Senate can recall them. But it’s likely they’d side with the Senate, so I doubt he’ll do it. It would be suicide. That, and it would take our ships at least a week to return, depending on where they are in their patrols.”

      I could barely believe what I was hearing. They had air support, but they were so confident in their defenses, their air support was more than a week away? I forced the thought from my mind. I’d almost reached the rear of the city. There were no other gates, so, based on what I’d learned so far, it would be far less defended.

      A quick right turn and a little more speed brought me up to the top of the south wall. A quick slash of my blade temporarily dissolved the forcefield there. Then, I took a hard left, poured on the speed, and stopped when I’d reached the east side of the city, where the vendors usually were. That day, however, there were no salespeople in sight.

      Instead, there were supplies laid out in neat piles. It was standard operating procedure for many armies. When the troops on the front were relieved, they could return to the rear—in this case, the vending area—and find what they needed to resupply. From what I could tell, it looked organized and complete. They’d moved fast.

      Among the supplies were helmets, and I knew that each one would have a communicator built into them. I needed intel so that I could find the general. It was child’s play to dart out among the supplies, grab a helmet, drop it on an unsuspecting soldier’s head after removing the one he was wearing, and vanish again. I watched the man from the darkness. He ducked, put a hand on his head, and looked around. After adjusting his helmet, he removed it, fiddled with the communicator inside, and put the helmet back on. He was still looking around several seconds later. He knew something had happened; he just wasn’t sure what.

      I removed the communicator from the helmet and added it to my own. In my left ear, I could hear everything he heard. In my right, I could hear from Prefect Balbus. Each transmitter could be activated separately. It felt good to have comms again.

      “Where will they be holding the general?” I asked Balbus.

      “Probably in the room you were staying in at the palace,” he said. “Even though he’ll be treated like a criminal, the troops would revolt if the general ended up in the stockade. Also, they can’t let him anywhere near the war room, so it’s not like they could confine him to his quarters. If I were in charge, I’d take him to the room you were staying in. It’s very secure, but it’s not prison.”

      Out of sight, out of mind, I mused. Luckily, I knew an easy way into the room.

      A few seconds later, I was standing across the street from the small balcony outside the room I’d stayed in. There was a guard on the balcony. He walked the short distance the platform allowed back and forth,  doing his best to observe everything that took place within sight or hearing—a good guard. I regretted having to smack him on the head. He was only doing his job.

      Ten seconds later, I was standing in the middle of the common area. The three guards who’d been surrounding the general were staring down at their broken staves in shock and confusion. It wasn’t until they raised their eyes and saw Ebon in my hand that they realized what had happened.

      “Kindly remove your helmets,” I said. I didn’t have to add any kind of threatening emphasis to my words; they obeyed immediately.

      The general rose from a chair and straightened his plain, gray uniform. “Please don’t kill them,” he said. “They were only doing their jobs.”

      “I don’t intend to, Sir,” I said. “What do you need from me to reclaim the army?”

      “I only need you to march out of here with me. But I need to be in uniform. The troops will think something’s wrong if I’m not. I’ll need a few minutes.”

      “Very good, Sir,” I said as he walked to the next room. I eyeballed the three standing guards.

      “Titus Rufus says you’re a spy, sent to sow discord within the army,” one of them said. He was young, probably in his early 20s. He was too young to have served in the Dionossi army before the titus put the new procedures and rules into place.

      “I understand what you’re saying, soldier,” I told him, “but I think your loyalties have been misplaced.”

      “How so?” another guard asked. He looked to be in his early 30s, but might have been older.

      “When you swore your oath, who did you swear it to?” I asked.

      The older guard hesitated, but the younger guard spoke up.

      “To the Senate,” he said shakily.

      “And is it the Senate you’re serving now?”

      An uncomfortable glance passed between them. The third guard spoke next.

      “Titus Rufus is the head of the Senate; therefore, we serve the Senate through him.”

      “It seems to me,” I said as I turned my eyes toward the third guard, “you do not. When the Senate appointed General Cassius the supreme leader of the army, you chose to disobey those you claim to serve. The Senate has spoken, and General Cassius is in command now. Yet, I find you here, keeping your supreme commander hostage instead of upholding your oath. You’re a disgrace.”

      The guard did exactly what I’d hoped he would do; he attacked. When he got close enough, I caught the man by his throat and pinned him in place. He beat his fists against my arms, tried to kick me, and managed a few small scratches. I watched him for several seconds before turning my attention back to the other two guards in the room.

      “Do you believe I could kill him?” I asked.

      They both nodded.

      “I won’t though. And do you know why?”

      They didn’t offer a response. When the guard in my grip tried to speak, I gave his neck a small squeeze, then relaxed. He coughed violently.

      “It’s because I need every single one of you. We’re about to be invaded by thousands of Cimex, and it’s going to take all of us to save the city and its citizens.”

      “The hive was breached?” the younger guard asked.

      “No,” I said. “I have destroyed the hive. All the Cimex within were killed. However, it had been there long enough that the bugs were able to tunnel out. I believe their new, underground hive occupies the entirety of the land that has gone dry. Miles of room for the bugs to spread out. Miles of room for them to populate. Imagine how many could fit in their tunnels. Also, there is still a good portion of the army stuck outside the gates. We need to let them in. We’ll need every soldier we can get, as I said.”

      “Our defenses are strong,” the older guard said. “We’re not afraid.”

      General Cassius stepped out of the adjoining room wearing his full armor. “You should be afraid,” he said. “It means that our defenses are shit compared to what the bugs can do. They don’t have to climb the walls. They don’t have to knock the Great Gate down. They’re already under the city. All they have to do is dig, and they’ll be among us. This is also why I have no plans to charge any of you with a crime. The Senate needs you. I need you. Most of all, the city and her people need you.”

      The troops snapped to attention.

      “We’re sworn to serve,” the older guard said.
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      I took the position to the general’s right, a position of authority that none of the guards challenged. We marched from the general’s temporary holding cell toward the palace entrance.

      “You!” a woman screamed. I looked toward the bottom of the stairs and spotted Lady Alba pointing at us. Her face was even more wrinkled and horrible than before. If you’d asked me, I would have said that was physically impossible.

      “Guards,” she shrieked, “they’re escaping! Kill them!”

      I watched the faces of the guards as they ran from the war room and through the main entrance into the palace. They first looked at Alba, then at their general. Each of them blanched like a child who’d just been caught with their hand in the cookie jar. The man they’d placed in a cell—their general—was walking free, escorted by a soldier from another planet. They looked like men who thought they were about to be executed.

      The general, for his part, didn’t miss a stride. When we reached the bottom of the steps and Alba stopped in front of him, he stopped. I was afraid he was going to kill her. She would have deserved it, but he was made out of tougher stuff than that.

      “You’re standing in my way,” he said. “Move, or I’ll have you removed.”

      She gasped and raised her hand like she meant to slap him. He was wearing a helmet, though, so she put her hand back to her side.

      “I am the wife of—” she started.

      “I know who you are, Lady Alba,” the general growled. “You make sure everyone knows who you are. What you fail to recognize is that you have no power here. You are not the titus. You are his bride; that’s it. Now, step aside, or I will have you forcefully removed from my presence. You are interfering with military affairs, madam.”

      She gasped and managed to look more astonished than before. “I’ll have your head for this,” she whispered.

      General Cassius nodded to one of the guards who’d rushed in from outside the palace, then nodded toward Alba. The guard hesitated long enough to make the general turn back to the man. He withered under the general’s hard stare before enlisting the help of the man to his right.

      “Lady Alba,” the man said, not making eye contact with the general, “please come with me.”

      She scoffed at him from the corner of her wrinkled mouth. The man immediately pinned both arms behind her back, and a second later, had lashed them together. He dragged her to the side as the general passed.

      “I’ll have your head for this!” she screamed. “Rufus! They’re escaping! Rufus!”

      The large door to the war room slammed open, and Titus Rufus stormed out, taking in the entire scene in a few seconds.

      “Why is the general not in chains?” he asked a guard who’d escorted the general.

      The guard took a half-step forward. “Well, I…” His voice trailed off into a mumble.

      “I have been duly appointed by the Senate!” Cassius said, rounding on Rufus. “You no longer hold any authority over the army, Titus. Stand down, or I will place you under arrest!”

      “You can’t,” he hissed.

      “I can and will,” Cassius said.

      Most of the guards moved forward several steps, but who they were prepared to fight was still in question.

      “My men have taken an oath to serve the Senate, not you,” Cassius growled. “The soldiers understand their oath and hold it sacred. They hold positions of power and authority only our laws contain. You, Sir, have ignored the laws they have sworn to protect. Therefore, I find you in contempt of the Senate and place you under arrest. You will remain in confinement for the duration of the upcoming battle, at which time the Senate will vote on what to do with you. Take him away!”

      Four guards approached Rufus, but when the man made it obvious he didn’t want to go with them, they tackled him to the ground and began tying him up.

      “Take him to the stockade,” the general said. “But don’t harm him. Make sure he’s protected. He’s still the head of the Senate, but I need him contained. We have a battle coming, one our defenses will not protect us from.”

      The curses and screams of both the titus and his bride faded into the darkness as they were dragged into the war room. The stockade lay somewhere beyond.

      I followed the general to the palace entrance. He stopped at the top steps and looked out onto the city. The sun was rising; it would be full daylight soon. “I will now speak to the entire army,” Cassius said. “We shall see where their loyalties lie.” He tapped his helmet twice before transmitting on an army-wide channel.

      “Attention Army of Dionos, this is General Cassius. The rumors of my incarceration were true, but I am now free. Titus Rufus has been placed under arrest, as has his lovely bride, Lady Alba.”

      I heard several men snicker.

      “I understand that many of you sided with the titus, and in these troubling and confusing times, I do not blame you. However, you have sworn an oath to serve the Senate; you have not been released from that oath. It is to that oath that I hold you now. We are facing an invasion, the likes of which we have never seen. The hive has been destroyed, but at the end of its destruction, it was discovered that the Cimex had tunneled into the ground. It is likely that they now occupy tunnels, caverns, and breeding grounds under all the land that has gone dry in recent years. There are thousands, possibly 10s of thousands, of their soldiers ready to do battle against us. Even now, I’m certain their armies gather and prepare for their final strike.

      “Our defenses will mean nothing to them. I expect many will erupt from the very soil you now stand on. They will be within our walls from the very beginning of the battle.

      “Officers, take charge of your soldiers. Position them within the fall-back defensive locations. Make adjustments as you see fit. We’ll be playing this one by ear, so there is no official battle plan. Keep the citizens within their homes. Protect the Senate. But most of all, kill every single one of those damned bugs.”

      If there was any doubt as to whether or not the army was behind Cassius, it vanished when their cheer erupted over the city. The same moment the sun rose on the horizon, the voices rose from within the walls. It echoed for almost a minute before becoming a din of shouted orders.

      “I need to head to the war room,” the general said. “But I believe we have more to discuss. Will you join me? I’ll have your team delivered as soon as the Great Gate is opened and they’re inside.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “I’ll tell you everything you need to know about the Cimex.”

      We marched back into the war room as I used my communicator to bring Prefect Balbus up to speed.

      The war room was unlike any I’d ever seen. Martian war rooms were no more than information hubs with data, images, and messages filling screens. Specialized personnel there sifted through the data and updated a composition map at the center of the room for the generals to inspect. But the Dionossi war room was far more sophisticated.

      I’d used a sand table during my officer training to help me visualize battles too, but the Dionossi used one to feed real-time data to their commanders and controllers. The table itself was a hologram image projected onto a black, polished stone surface. The entire city and surrounding landscape were displayed in fine detail with colored dots and lines defining weapons emplacements, sensor arrays, and the locations of key personnel.

      Troops were green dots, and as I watched, three female controllers used two-foot rods to draw cubes around items they wanted to see in greater detail. I’d bring the idea back to Mars with me, and if I was lucky, a replica. It would give us a huge advantage.

      The general glanced at the screen before speaking to a controller. “Inform Bravo that they are too far east. They’ve left a gap between the western-most troops of Charlie.”

      The controller gave a curt nod and passed the message on before zooming in on the next area that grabbed her attention. She and the other controller looked to be in their mid-40s, and based on the way they ran the system, I thought it safe to assume they’d been doing so for years.

      The main room itself was nearly as wide as the pyramid-shaped palace and at least 50 feet deep. The center of the far wall was dominated by a set of 20 doorways. Each had a sophisticated-looking data panel to the right, and two were occupied. The one on the left by Rufus. The one on the right by Alba.

      “Hot damn!” Nyna exclaimed, announcing my team’s return.

      “Hot damn indeed,” Reaver said. “The Martian Storm Marines don’t have anything like this.”

      “Impressive,” Beatrix muttered, glancing at Yaltu and Enra, who were standing against a nearby wall, trying to stay out of the way.

      “Oooh, shiny buttons,” Skrew breathed as he took it all in. “And pew-pews!”

      He was staring to his left as he entered, where row after row of equipment was stacked in shiny, silver racks from wall to wall. A wide aisle down the middle separated the equipment into sets. The items on the left looked to be basic infantry weapons. Everything on the right was for forcefield troops.

      “General,” I said, “I’d like to equip my troops for battle. They’re effective as is, but this could be more than an adv—”

      “Take whatever you need,” the general interrupted.

      “We have one more thing back in our ship, General,” I said. “A kind of powered suit of armor we’ve found to be very effective against the Cimex. Will you warn your troops it’s going to be around so that they don’t kill Skrew?”

      Reaver’s eyes went wide. The general’s went narrow.

      “You trust the vrak to control powered armor?” he said.

      “I do. I trust him with my life.”

      “Very well,” he said, before passing on the message to one of his controllers.

      “Take what you need,” I told Reaver, “but make sure everyone has armor. I expect there’s going to be a lot of Xeno blood pooled around. I don’t want any avoidable casualties. Then, escort Skrew to the Javelin so that he can get his mech.”

      “Should I get the ship?” Nyna asked. “You know, fly it around and blast the shit out of the Xeno?”

      “No,” I said. “You’re a great shot, but you’d be just as likely to hit a friendly as a bug. Plus, we don’t want to lose our only escape plan. No, we’re going to have to do this the hard way. Stay here unless the general reassigns you. During the battle, troops will be bringing broken weapons back to swap them for working ones. See what you can do to help the process.”

      “Our armorers will be here any second,” the general said. “I’ll introduce you to them. They’ll appreciate the help.”

      Nyna sighed. “I really wanted to, you know, blow the bug-shit out of some Xeno.”

      “Just know that every weapon you fix will help a troop blow the bug-shit out of a bunch of them for you.”

      She brightened a bit and left to inspect the weapons and armor.

      “Look there!” Cassius growled at one of the controllers. “That’s a gap in the security. A dozen Cimex could crawl out of the ground right there before we even spotted them. Pay attention!”

      The controller issued new orders to forces in the area to fill the gap.

      “Don’t you see where I’m pointing?” Cassius yelled. “There, between these two streets, in the little building. Put men inside of it!”

      Then, I remembered Enra and Yaltu. I walked to them, avoiding the troops rushing back and forth.

      I turned to Yaltu first. “Things are starting to heat up in here,” I said quietly. “I’m going to place you here as security. If the war room falls, so will everything else. The building has a solid foundation, so I don’t think the Xeno will be able to sneak up on it by digging from underneath. They’ll have to come straight through those doors right there. But, I’m wondering if there’s anything you can do to keep everyone calm and focused. This will be the heart of the battle, the intelligence center. When the attack starts, this place is going to be bedlam. If you could help make it less so, I’d appreciate it.”

      “I’d do anything for you,” Yaltu said. “And I was thinking the same thing. I’ll do what I can.”

      “What about me?” Enra asked.

      “Officially, you’re an envoy. You’re not supposed to get involved. But I know you’re also a warrior. So, unless the general reassigns you, please stay here and keep the war room safe. We’ll meet up right here after the battle.”

      “Okay,” she said before wrapping both arms around me. Yaltu joined in. After holding the embrace for several wonderful seconds, we let go.

      I quickly picked out some armor. I kept my Void-tech ballistic vest on under the chest armor. Beatrix helped me don the unfamiliar equipment. Her hand “accidentally” brushed my groin more than once.

      When I was dressed, I returned to the general. Reaver began helping soldiers as they came in from wherever they’d been. She got plenty of looks and a few stares, which she ignored.

      General Cassius looked me up and down before nodding approvingly. “There’ll always be room for you in the Dionossi army, if you’d choose to honor us with your presence,” he said with a small smile.

      “Thank you, General, but I’ve got plans even bigger than this army. What can I tell you about the Cimex?”

      “Let’s start with where the queen is. Any idea?”

      I closed my eyes and searched for her with my thoughts, the same way she interrupted mine. It seemed she’d cut herself off though, and was blocking my efforts.

      “All I can tell is that she’s underground, but she’s not too far away. From where I stand, no more than a thousand feet. But that could be straight down, or angled in any direction.”

      “You close your eyes to sense her?” he asked, eyeing me with suspicion.

      “Yes, General. I think it’s some kind of telepathy, though I’m not sure how it works.”

      “Then you don’t know if it works both ways?”

      “No… but I don’t think it does. When the queen reaches out to me, usually to taunt me, I hear it like a voice in my head. I think if she were trying to locate me, I’d know it. So far that hasn’t happened.”

      “Very well,” he grumbled. “Show me on this holographic map where you believe the most likely places will be for our enemy to emerge. I already have my own picked out, but I want your input.”

      I studied the map for a minute before answering. “The Cimex queen is a clever bitch, and she’s practical. She also doesn’t mind sacrificing her troops, so I think the first strike will be here.” I pointed to a spot on the street almost directly in front of the palace’s doors.

      “That’s exactly what I was thinking,” he said. “It would cut off reinforcements from reaching us directly. It would also be the location most likely to cause panic. But I think it’ll be a ruse.”

      “As do I,” I told him. “The second and third strikes will likely happen in these areas, but not until at least several dozen Cimex have emerged. Their only job will be to cause panic and chaos. After that, the reinforcements will begin to pour in from the southeast and northwest. It will look like they’re trying to open the Great Gate, which they might actually do. But their real target will be our troops. If they get the gate open, that’s where another attack will come from. The queen might even sacrifice some troops outside the gate to keep those guards busy. It’s going to be a tough one, General.”

      Cassius grunted. “All very true, and good thinking. Any chance you know when the attack will happen?”

      “No, General. She might attack in 10 seconds to try to catch us off-guard. Or, she might wait 10 hours so that we’re good and tired by the time her troops arrive. The second one seems more likely, but we can’t be sure.”

      “I’ve considered both,” he said as he stood and worked a kink out of his neck. “I hoped to be retired by now, you know.” He laughed. “You’re just a kid, so of course, you don’t know. Well, I’m not a young man anymore, but there wasn’t anyone I felt comfortable passing the position to. The last thing I want is for a bunch of politicians to make that kind of decision.”

      “I completely understand, Sir. There’s no such thing as a young man’s war. War doesn’t discriminate.”

      “Indeed,” the general said absently, returning his focus to the hologram of the city.

      “I need to go meet my team outside. They’ll all be on comms, so if you need to reposition them, feel free to do so.”

      “I think your team will be most effective if they work independently. But if I need you directly, I’ll let you know.”

      I offered him my fist, and he gratefully returned the greeting.

      “May the Void Gods watch over you,” he said.

      “And you,” I replied, before motioning for Beatrix to follow.
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      Reaver and Skrew met me at the bottom of the steps to the palace. The guards watched Skrew with horror and fascination. After witnessing what Skrew could do with his mech, I was certain their engineers would begin research and development into mech technology. Once they understood the principles and mechanics, they were sure to produce something far more advanced than what they were seeing.

      The vrak was in his element. He spun his guns once in a while, especially when one of the armored humans was looking. I couldn’t see his face from where I was—the viewport was narrow, and he had most of the interior lights turned off—but I imagined he was grinning and jabbering about how impressive he was. And itching to finally get to pew-ing and smashing.

      “You’re in the right place,” I told Skrew. “I’m expecting the second attack to happen right about here.” I pointed at the ground.

      Skrew pointed his guns at the spot.

      “Not exactly right there,” Reaver said. “Just in this area, silly vrak.”

      “Oh,” Skrew said through his external speakers.

      “He doesn’t have a communicator?” I asked Reaver.

      “Oh, he does,” she said, rolling her eyes. “He likes to use the speaker. He likes being loud and getting away with it.”

      “Yes, he does,” Beatrix said. “Where do you need us?”

      I thought about it for a few seconds before answering. “Reaver, I need you to position yourself somewhere near the north end of the city. It’s furthest from the gate, and it’s likely the general will have fewer troops over there. I think they’ll need your support because I think the queen will know that the area won’t be as heavily guarded.”

      “Sounds good,” Reaver said. “I’ll catch you back at the palace after the battle?”

      “You can count on it,” I said.

      I gave her a playful smack on her round butt as she turned to leave. She shot me a big smile and disappeared into the crowded city streets.

      Most of the civilians were hiding in their homes with the lights off, exactly as the soldiers had ordered them to do. However, a few were trying to take care of last-minute errands. The soldiers had their hands full trying to get them off the streets without using force. A few of the troops had given up on being nice about it. Some civilians were being dragged to their homes through the streets. Several had bloody noses. Others without noses were restrained in ways both creative and painful. It was their own fault, though, so I ignored the whining.

      “Tell me if you see anything that grabs your attention,” I said to Beatrix as we continued our survey of the city’s defenses.

      “I see something,” Beatrix said. When I turned to her to ask what, she was staring at me with hungry eyes. Her tentacles gently rubbed against one another like they were preparing to devour a succulent dinner at a fancy restaurant.

      “Oh,” I said with a wink, “not exactly what I meant, but that’s good to know.”

      She smiled seductively. I wasn’t sure if we had time for what she had in mind, so I kept walking.

      Soldiers scurried along the nearby city wall. There weren’t many up there, but each had a staff in their hands and a rifle strapped to their back. By my best guess, the rifles would be the primary form of defense. The staves would be used to enhance or replace those that burned out along the wall. I wasn’t sure how the rifles would fare attempting to shoot through the forcefields, but they could always be turned inward. It would be good to have someone with a birds’ eye view to blast what the troops on the ground couldn’t see.

      I stepped out of the way as a transport loaded with supplies buzzed past. It was a good idea to spread them around the city, as it would prevent the enemy from destroying them all in one go. It could make renewing them more difficult, but at least we’d have them.

      “Why are they moving so fast from place to place?” Beatrix asked. She watched as another transport hurried past, this one loaded with a full squad of soldiers.

      “Part of it is the fact that they don’t know when the attack will happen,” I explained. “Their commanders, maybe even the general himself, are spotting flaws or gaps in their defenses. An attack from the inside was not something any of them thought was possible, so they’re making it up as they go along.

      “The other part is the ethos of the military member. I’ve seen it in all armies. It's called the ‘hurry up and wait.’ Most members of the military joke about it, but it annoys all of us. Commanders want stuff done in a hurry, but more often than not, once the objective is complete, there’s nothing else to do, so we wait. I’m proud to admit that I’ve carried on the tradition with my own troops.”

      Beatrix stared at me in rapt confusion. “That is something that makes you feel proud?”

      I laughed hard. I couldn't help it. I’d always found that explaining why the military does something to non-military was tough. Explaining it to a non-military non-human was a new challenge altogether. Beatrix was nowhere near as amused.

      I laughed and waved the subject away, turning my attention to our surroundings again.

      At the corner of the next street, I found a small squad. Three carried force field staffs and pistols. The fourth was armed with a rifle. They were looking around nervously as if they expected the enemy to burst from the ground directly in front of them at any second. They might not be wrong, I mused.

      “How are you doing?” I asked the soldiers.

      “Uh…” one of them said, giving Jacob a strange look.

      “That’s Jacob,” another said. “You know, Jacob?”

      “Oh, right,” the first one said. “Fine, Sir. Well, not fine exactly. More like scared shitless. I never expected anything like this to happen. Is this something you’ve done before? Had your city invaded by Cimex? I heard you have experience fighting them.”

      “No, not exactly,” I told them. “Most of my battles against the Cimex were small skirmishes against invading platoons, though I’ve had plenty of experience at the company and battalion levels, too.

      “We fought them aboard their starships and defended cities and outposts from them. However, if we discovered them too late, if they’d already taken control of a particular rock, the fights never ended well.

      “Their numbers seemed to be without limit, and though we had superior weapons and technology, the more we killed, the more they seemed to appear. We encountered a queen in the hive orbiting Druma.”

      “I heard about that,” the first guard said. “The rumor is that it only took six of you to destroy the whole thing.”

      “Seven,” I said, “but yes, we destroyed it. The queen is the key to the whole thing. Once you kill her, the soldiers stop fighting. They just stand around, waiting to be shot or clubbed in the head. I bet if you left them alone, they’d die of starvation or drown if they were close to the beach and the tide came in.”

      The soldiers laughed.

      “I didn’t know they could tunnel underground like this,” another one of the soldiers said, “but looking back, I guess all the clues were there. We relied on our scientists, just like you rely on yours. Unfortunately, unlike yours, ours seemed to have spent half their time guessing instead of researching. They were probably under pressure to come up with new information and solutions. Instead of informing our high command that they’d run out of test subjects or new data, they started coming up with their own theories and passing them off as facts.”

      The soldiers looked at each other with a measure of understanding and frustration.

      “What do you say?” another one asked me. “What should we be doing to get ready?”

      “The Cimex can hear you through movement and speech. Move around as little as possible, and you’ll get the drop on them.”

      “When do you think the attack will start?” another asked.

      “I don’t know for sure, but I suspect the queen will wait for a while longer, to strain and tire us. Remain vigilant, but try not to be so tense. Relax. It’s quite possible you’ll have some warning too, I don’t think this is the first place she’ll bring the battle.”

      My words seemed to relax them a bit. They still watched the ground, but their shoulders weren’t glued to their ears.

      As we walked away, Beatrix whispered a question to me. “Have you noticed any earthquakes recently?”

      I had to think about it, but I realized I hadn’t. It was eerie—the calm before the storm. The queen may have already finished all the digging she was going to do. Or, the ground had finished settling from the digging already done. I wasn’t sure what it meant, but it seemed funny that I was bothered more when the ground wasn’t shaking than when it was.

      “Battles always excite me,” Beatrix said.

      I knew what she meant, but I decided to make her work for it. “Yeah, me too,” I said. “Battles are always exciting.”

      I ignored the look she was giving me for a few seconds before turning to give her my best bewildered expression.

      “That is not what I mean,” she said. “I mean the excitement of the impending danger causes my legs to tingle. It causes me to be wet. I do not know if I will die in any battle, but I do not want to die desiring your touch. I want you inside of me. I want to see the pleasure in your eyes. I want to feel your body sweating and your heavy breathing. I want to ride the stormclouds of ecstasy with you, I—”

      She stopped when she caught me laughing. Her expression changed from confused to frustrated. “You were teasing me.”

      “Yes,” I said with a laugh. “I was tea—”

      She clamped her mouth over mine. Her hungry tongue found its way in as her tentacles and hands explored my body. She stopped after she snaked a single tentacle into a gap in my armor and down the front of my trousers. It still felt a little odd being stroked by her tentacle, but she knew exactly what she was doing. And the tentacles were always exactly as naturally lubricated as the situation demanded.

      “It might take a while to get the armor off and back on,” I said.

      “We don’t need all the armor to come off,” she breathed as she pressed herself against me. “Only this.” With a flick of her finger, she found a locking mechanism on my armor’s codpiece I hadn’t known was there.

      I glanced around but didn’t notice anyone.

      “I do not care who sees us,” Beatrix breathed, unhinging a similar piece on her armor that exposed all we needed, plus her perfectly toned ass. “I am ready for you already. I need you now. Take me.”

      She spread her legs and bent over at the waist, holding on to a short wall, behind which was a neatly trimmed shrub. She was neatly trimmed as well. Her legs were stretched, and her behind was on display. She wagged it gently from left to right as she moaned and begged me to enter her. I extended the moment to take in the view as long as I could without inciting her genuine rage, and finally moved in to obey.

      Afterward, we buttoned ourselves back up and, still breathing hard, embraced as best we could in hard metal armor. I wasn’t usually so brazen as to do it out on the street, but when a woman like her offers herself to you on a platter… I chuckled when I realized she’d managed to make me lose all thought of my surroundings until we were on our way again.

      “That was wonderful, Jacob,” she sighed. “I hope we survive so that we may do that again.”

      “So do I. But for now, we need to continue to check on the soldiers. And, we need to decide where we will be during the battle. I’d like to spread us out as much as possible so that no matter where the Xeno strike, there will be a Void-touched nearby to help.”

      “I understand, and I agree. We will kill many Xeno today.”

      A small earthquake, almost imperceptible, stopped us dead in our tracks. We stood, my hand on my sword and hers on her mace, and waited for it to happen again.

      “I felt it too,” I told her quietly. “Stay very still, but I think they’re tunneling right under us.”

      She nodded, placed a finger to her beautiful lips, and squatted. One by one, she touched her tentacles to the ground. They must have been more sensitive to touch and vibration than I knew, because she stood and nodded her confirmation. Then, she pointed to herself, then a spot on the ground about six feet from her.

      She wants to stay here, I realized. She’s sure she’s found an exact spot where bugs are going to emerge. I nodded and carefully tiptoed away. When I had gained about 50 feet of distance, I commed the controllers.

      “I need a squad sent to Beatrix’s location,” I told them. “She’s certain she found an emergence-point.” With the attack underway, the rapid movement of troops was inevitable. There was no longer any need for stealth.

      “Request confirmed, Jacob,” the controller said. “There is a squad nearby. I will have them shift their position to meet Beatrix.”

      “Keep them about 30 feet away,” I said. “Xeno--Cimex--can sense vibrations. I don’t think they detected us, so right now, we can still surprise them.”

      The controller confirmed, and I turned back to Beatrix, who was holding her mace in one hand and had two tentacles probing the ground around her feet. She backed up a couple of steps and probed the ground again. Then, she stood and began to stretch, preparing herself for battle. When she saw me watching, she blew me a kiss. I blew one back, remembering the luscious, tight hips the hand I kissed had been holding on to just minutes ago.

      “Sir,” someone said from a partially open doorway.

      “Go back inside, citizen,” I said. “We’ll be under attack soon. It won’t be safe for you to have your door open.”

      “I know that,” the ebony-skinned elderly man said, opening the door a little more. “I’m a Senator. You’re Jacob, right?” The old man had enough pure white hair—including a huge, fluffy beard—to make him look like he was peeking out of a cloud.

      “Yes, Sir,” I said, approaching the door. “I’m Jacob.”

      The old man wheezed in delight. “I knew it. Yes, I did. I was watching for the Cimex when I spotted you. You’re wearing the armor of the Dionossi army, but you don’t walk like it. Not at all. You’re big, too. And your sword… nobody carries swords anymore. Not like it was back in my day. There are times when a blaster just won’t do it. Am I right?”

      “You’re right,” I said. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I need to continue making my checks. Are you okay in there? Do you need anything?”

      “Oh, me? Fine, fine. See?” He produced an ancient-looking rifle from somewhere near the doorway inside his small stone house. “This is Constantine, my rifle from back in the day. Let me tell you why I named her that.”

      “Sure,” I said, “then you’ll need to go back inside and stop watching for Cimex, Sir. Agreed?”

      He waved what I said away and nodded almost imperceptibly. “Constantine was the name of my former wife. And you know what they have in common?” He looked up at me with a huge, toothy grin. “They both like to destroy things.” He roared and cackled.

      “That’s funny,” I said with a smile. “Now close your door and quit looking for trouble, Senator. Trust me, trouble will find you in its own time.”

      I continued down the street and decided to check in with my team.

      Everyone responded except for Skrew. Nyna responded for him and informed me that she was tinkering with his comms. They’d be back up in a minute, maybe two. I wanted to scold her for doing that when the battle could start any second, but I knew she understood the urgency. She wouldn't be doing it without good reason.

      I realized my nerves were becoming strained, despite me keeping my cool. I wanted the fight to start so that we could get it over with.

      Then, I decided that’s exactly what I would do. I’d get the fight started. If Beatrix knew the Xeno were tunneling right beneath us, they might have the queen close by too. I reached out with my thoughts, searching for the queen. My mind touched hers for a moment. I felt anticipation and hunger.

      I warned the team over the comm, focused my thoughts, and did my best to channel Skrew’s attitude, invoking all the feelings I was certain he brought out in those he taunted. I focused the rage the guards in the hangar in Brazud had displayed. Beatrix’s complete annoyance at his cursing and tool-dropping. The way he whined when he didn’t get his way. His favorite insults. I gathered them into a ball in my mind, packed them tightly together, set the ball on fire, and threw it at the queen. The effect was instantaneous.

      I felt the shockwave of the emotions of rage and annoyance reverberate throughout the queen’s colony, and was stunned at the expanse. There weren’t hundreds of Xeno. Nor were there thousands of Xeno. There were 10 of thousands, and they were all angry. The attack had begun.
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      The biggest earthquake I’d felt in Druma up to this point shook the ground. I heard a man cry out as he fell from the nearby wall, spinning head over feet as the rest of the guards got on their hands and knees to avoid the same fate. I caught him in a flash and set him on his feet, yet the ground still shook.

      “What was that?” he gasped.

      “That was the queen,” I said. “They do that when they get pissed,”

      “Holy shit.”

      “Just remember, queens are nothing more than giant grubs. They like to fuck with people’s minds, though. Keep fighting, no matter what.”

      “I will, Sir. I need to get back up on the wall.”

      I nodded with a stern face, but my heart warmed. This was my kind of soldier.

      A moment later, the shaking stopped, and the eerie silence, the deep breath before the battle cry, began. All I could hear were bits of loose stone thudding to the ground, and whispering. I drew Ebon and waited.

      “Contact!” Reaver announced over the comm. “They’re—damn—they’re coming out of the ground. The first bug… hold on… the first one is some sort of armored shell-thing. It’s all black with a tiny head. Two big arms. They look like swords. Damn, these things are tough!”

      They were the ones I called knights. I didn’t think the queen could make more than a couple of those at a time. The last ones I’d found were guarding the queen orbiting Druma. Why was she sending out her best warriors first?

      I remained still and quiet, looking for my opportunity to kill some bugs. It came two seconds later when the ground beneath my feet began to swell, lifting me into the air. From the shape of the dirt, I could tell the knight was close. I knew how tough they were, so I raised Ebon, pointed it at the mound, and jammed it into the ground hard. It only sank about a foot in before it stopped abruptly. The mound kept growing.

      I twisted the blade back and forth in my hands as fast as I could, drilling it into my opponent’s carapace. The rapid movement had a cloud of dust growing at my feet. A second later, I felt my blade punch through. The mound of dirt quivered but kept moving. It stopped after I shoved the blade in far enough to find the front of the creature and whirled the hilt around in a big circle as fast as I could. I was sure I was turning the creature’s guts into milkshake.

      “Skrew is making pew-pew!” the vrak announced. In the distance, I could hear his arm-mounted chain gun turning Xeno into quivering piles of green, acidic goo. “Eww! Gross! Ha! Takes that!”

      Moments later, the mound began moving again, but this time, it wasn’t an even, steady push to the surface. The soldiers trapped behind the knight were pressing against each other, frantically trying to shove the big bug out of the way so that they could complete their mission. I hopped off the bug, drew my pistol, and checked my surroundings.

      Four guards on the wall had spotted the breach and were waiting with their rifles pointed at the quivering mound. We were ready for them, and a few seconds later, the first one emerged.

      Five shots rang out at the same time, vaporizing the thing’s head. A second later, two more appeared. Then five. Then the knight’s body cracked, and Xeno began crawling through its liquefied innards. They started tossing oothecae like grenades, and though I fired as fast as I could, I was forced to take a few steps back.

      The bugs poured out like a fountain. As they did, they were cut down by the soldiers on the wall and by my pistol. The tide slowed for a moment, and another knight crawled free.

      The soldiers on the wall focused their fire on it, but the strikes weren’t having much effect. Meanwhile, the harbingers began spreading out.

      “Focus your fire on the regular troops!” I ordered. “I’ll take the big fucker!”

      The soldiers obeyed without a word. Meanwhile, the knight turned toward the wall and began bashing it with huge, mace-like appendages.

      “It’s trying to breach the wall!” a lone voice rang out.

      There was no way the knight could bash its way through the 20-foot-thick base in anything less than 12 hours, but I also didn’t think that was its purpose. It was another distraction by a clever queen who wanted not a single breath to be taken within these walls after she was done with it. Now, all I could do was attack the knight, and sooner or later find out what he was distracting us from.

      I closed on the knight, but if it noticed me, it didn’t respond. It probably wasn’t worried, relying on its armored shell to protect the vital organs within. There were, however, other parts of its body which weren’t as vital. They were easier to exploit.

      I sheathed Ebon, holstered my pistol, reached under the huge bug, and grabbed it by a leg. It froze, and I yanked hard. The creature landed on its face with a dull thud before swinging hard at me. It hit nothing but air. I was already sitting on its back, twisting and pulling its leg. A moment later, it came free with a sickening, sucking crunch.

      The bug continued to flail, so I pulled its other leg off. This second leg began to twitch violently, so I dropped it. Then, I noticed a flaw in the bug’s armor. When I pulled its leg off, I left a small hole that looked like it would lead straight to the bug’s insides. I drew Ebon and tested the theory by shoving the blade into the creature’s wound.

      Ebon cut through tough tendons, thick membranes, and other unseen and unidentifiable parts. The knight kicked once, twitched, and froze.

      I adjusted my grip to pull Ebon back out and caught sight of two harbingers bearing down on me. There was no time for anything fancy, so I gripped Ebon’s hilt with both hands and swung hard, smashing the knight into both Xeno soldiers. The first collapsed in a crunchy heap. The second slammed into a building five yards away. When it fell, it left a bloody outline of itself on the wall.

      I planted my foot on the knight’s shell, ready to tug my sword free, when I noticed the bug I’d slammed into the wall getting up. It had something in its hand, so I let go of Ebon and got ready. I wasn’t sure if what I was about to do would work, but I trusted my golden armor to protect me if I was wrong.

      The harbinger held a bug-grenade, an ootheca, and was getting ready to toss it. I was getting ready to catch it. Nobody, so far as I knew, had ever tried.

      Though no Xeno had lips, the way the harbinger’s mouthparts moved made the thing look like it was smiling. I smiled too. I was having fun.

      The bug tossed the grenade. I watched it arc through the air. It was moving fast so, I immediately  extended my arm. Just before the ootheca made contact, I began to withdraw my hand, cushioning the impact. A half-second later, I’d caught the grenade. A second after that, it hit the bug in the face, temporarily blinding it with the acidic glue. For its part, the harbinger managed to look both surprised and impressed—right before I removed its weird head with my blade.

      The hole the bugs had erupted from seemed eerily quiet compared to the chaos it had created. I walked over and saw mainly a dark pit, though I could see the sparkly reflection of extruded carapace starting about five feet down from the surface. They’d reinforced their tunnel. It was something they meant to stay intact and possibly use again.

      I glanced around for something to cover the hole with but found nothing. If I pushed a building over on top of it, I could prevent or delay the hole from being used again, but I would also expose the civilians hiding inside to danger as they looked for new shelter. Besides, there were still plenty of bugs to fight elsewhere.

      “Three of you,” I called to the soldiers on the wall, “stay here and guard this hole. Shoot anything that comes out. The rest of you split up and head opposite directions. Help out where you can!”

      Though the soldiers weren’t under my command, they obeyed without question. I left to go find another fight. I hoped there would be more knights. Since I’d discovered an easier way to kill them, it was kind of fun.

      The next group of soldiers I encountered were busy checking the pile of bodies they’d destroyed for survivors.

      I reacted. There was no time to think. A guard was kicking bodies while another held his polearm out, ready to send a stab of force through anything still alive, when one of the harbingers moved. I’d never seen one play dead before, but it’s exactly what it had been doing.

      The guard was knocked off his feet. His partner recoiled in surprise before the harbinger sent him sprawling to his back too. I caught the Xeno’s clawed arm and sent my blade slicing through its head, splitting it into two nearly equal hemispheres.

      “Thanks,” the first soldier said as he scrambled to his feet.

      “Don’t mention it. And don’t make that mistake again. Be on your guard.”

      “Is more pew-pew!” Skrew bellowed over the comms.

      “Confirmed!” Cassius added. “Tenth squad, cover the palace entrance!”

      Everyone else took the cue to check in.

      “I am well,” Beatrix said.

      “Same,” Reaver said.

      “The command center is calm,” Yaltu said.

      “There’s a lot of soldiers heading in and out to replace their weapons, but I’m helping,” Enra said.

      “Tenth squad is advancing,” one of the controllers said, her voice eerily calm. “Eighth squad, shift three soldiers south to cover 10th squad’s position shift. Fourteenth squad, shift west when possible.”

      “Fourteenth, not possible!” a soldier yelled. “We need help!”

      “On my way!” I said, interrupting anyone else who might have been trying to say something. I wasn’t completely certain where 14th squad was, but I knew how to find them.

      I left the guards to finish picking through the probably-dead Xeno bodies and headed toward the palace. It looked like Skrew was out of ammunition, but he’d found a streetlight and was swinging the heavy metal pole like a bat, smashing bugs as fast as he could. Still, he had to walk backward. The onslaught was heavy, and a lake of green, acidic blood was dissolving the bottom three steps of the palace entrance.

      I leaped over the mass of Xeno and held Ebon pointed toward the ground, chopping through Xeno bodies as I soared over their heads. Ten of our enemy’s troops fell. I slid to a stop on the other side and charged into the fray.

      A harbinger took a swing at my head with its ootheca-launching rifle. I ducked, spun, and kicked it hard in the center of its thorax, sending it sprawling into two of its comrades. It retaliated by firing on me. I saw the ootheca coming and managed to move my face out of the way in time. A soldier who had advanced behind me hadn’t been so lucky.

      He dropped his polearm right before the bug-grenade hit his face, fell to his knees, and screamed through his hands. The sound was wet and thick. Blood ran between his fingers, and I doubted even Nyna’s healing-stick could have helped.

      Four more shots from four other harbingers flew through the air. I ducked and dodged, took one shot on my gold-plated armor, deflected the last with a slight tap of my gauntleted hand. The queen learned fast. She’d found our weakness. Soldiers would die soon.

      “Protect your faces!” I said over the general comm. “Use your forcefields! Hold them in place and cut them down!”

      “Second squad is down!” a soldier transmitted. “Request…” The rest of his transmission was nothing but wordless screams and the sound of bug rifles burping their acidic projectiles.

      I couldn’t leave, though. I still had my hands full. Rifle fire lanced around me as I rejoined the fight. I focused all my attention on what the bugs were doing, what they looked like they might do, and where their blood was likely to spurt when I cut them.

      One harbinger challenged me, pretending to be brave or stupid. It held its rifle in two arms across its chest and shook the weapon like a boxer taunting an opponent with a fist. I didn’t fall for it. Two others darted in from the left. I ducked and removed all their legs, sending them dropping to the ground. On the next spin, I removed their heads.

      With another lightning-speed spin, I kicked the bodies at the bug who’d tried to sucker me into fighting it. It deflected the first one but caught the second head in its mandibles. I followed up with a quick slash that parted its mouthparts, left from right.

      Two more Xeno attacked, the one on the left with a jab at my ribs, as the second raised its rifle toward my face. I took the shot to the ribs and grabbed the other’s rifle, stripping it from the creature’s hands. The impact was deadened by my armor and my Void-tech body armor underneath. I barely felt it. The Xeno, it seemed, hadn’t fared so well. It raised a broken fist to its eyes. I jammed its comrade’s rifle through its head—a messy business—and put it out of its misery. At the same time, I slashed upward with my sword, splitting its ally’s thorax in half. As I did, green blood spurted from it, and I had to turn my head to avoid a devastating acid burn to my face.

      I closed my eyes for a split second out of instinct. When I opened them again, I found green, acidic goo dripping from my helmet, just above my eyes. A quick head-shake removed the acid, and I was back in the fight.

      “Tenth squad is here!” a soldier called out.

      Good. Reinforcements. That meant it was safe for me to go find what remained of 14th squad. I leaped from the crowd, performed a backflip to get a good view of the situation, and was pleased with what I saw.

      Tenth squad had formed a partial circle around the harbingers. The rest of the soldiers were pouring fire into their ranks. None would escape, and any shots that missed were being absorbed by the forcefields. I knew the queen could see what was happening. I hoped she was pissed.

      I landed, but when I turned, I found myself facing a Xeno, all alone in the middle of the street. It had a few elongated burn marks on its exoskeleton—glancing hits from Dionossi rifles. It had survived an attack. That meant a group, possibly an entire squad, was dead somewhere. There was a hole in our defenses, and I needed to find and plug it.

      “I’m clear!” Reaver announced over the comm. It meant she’d killed all the enemies in her area and was looking for more.

      “Head to the center of town!” I replied. “We’ve got a gap somewhere! Maybe more than one! Let’s plug it!”

      “Roger that,” she said.

      She sounded excited, and I didn’t blame her. We’d been on big combat missions together, but nothing on the scale we found ourselves in now. War was always tough, but when it was against an enemy who wanted to wipe you and your species out from the closest and furthest reaches of the universe, that made things a lot easier. There were no regrets and no second thoughts. It was work, and killing was in our job description.

      I found the remains of one of14th squad’s members. The poor soul had been shot in the face. The acid had liquefied most of his head, leaving a pool of smoldering blood and gore in the back of his helmet. The likely suspects were firing down an alley to the left. I dashed over there and shot all three harbingers in rapid succession as I passed. They never knew what hit them. I hoped the queen was paying attention, though. I’d be coming for her soon. I sent the thought to her but couldn’t be sure if she’d received it or not.

      The rest of 2nd squad was around the next corner, dead. I spotted Reaver at the other end of the street, maybe 100 feet away. She was staring at the bodies, rifle held loosely in her hands, a frustrated expression on her face. I felt the same way, but I didn’t allow it to overwhelm me. She didn’t see the Xeno approaching from behind her. I did.
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      I raised my rifle. Reaver saw the motion, and for a moment, I wondered what her reaction would be. If anyone else had been watching, it would have looked like I was about to shoot my friend, my lover, my companion. She saw it for what it truly was though, and tucked herself into a roll.

      The harbinger that had been closing on her fired three grenades onto the ground where she’d been standing. It appeared to have been aiming for the back of her knees. I wondered if the queen had found another flaw in the armor, but there wasn’t time to find out. Not yet.

      I pulled the trigger, turning the bug’s head into a smoking stump. Bits of the bug were scattered on the ground next to its body, which took a half-second to realize it was no longer receiving signals on how and when to move. It hit the ground a second later.

      Reaver, meanwhile, began firing her rifle as she walked steadily toward a group of soldiers battling some Xeno further down the street.

      At the same time, I heard a bug approaching from behind. The queen was getting clever. That wasn’t a good thing for most of the soldiers. It meant we’d have more casualties. But for me, it wasn’t a problem.

      The bugs that attacked me didn’t have rifles. They looked like they were going to use their claws to extract me from my armor like toothpaste from a tube. The first lost its head and crashed to the ground next to me. The second lost one of its left arms, quickly followed by one of its right arms.

      I placed my palm on its thorax to keep it in place as I whipped my sword left then right, removing all its legs, after which all it could do was wiggle. I checked my surroundings, and having no bugs within range, turned to the Xeno in front of me.

      If the creature was feeling any pain, it didn’t display any signs of it. The thing’s mandibles snapped and ground together as it attempted to bite me—the last-ditch effort of a bug who had no chance of killing anyone. I brought the creature close and stared hard into its buggy eyes. I wanted to make sure I had the queen’s attention before I spoke. I knew she was commanding her troops and looking through their eyes. I was also certain she could hear and understand me.

      “Your kind is no longer welcome in this galaxy,” I said. “Your kind has murdered countless millions on countless worlds, and today is the first day of your gradual but swift downfall. I will wipe your entire species out of existence. No place is safe. You can’t hide anywhere. You never had a chance at winning.”

      I almost laughed when I felt a wave of rage wash over me from somewhere below. The queen had indeed been watching. Not only that, but she’d understood. And angry opponents made mistakes. Her first mistake had been invading this planet. Her second was underestimating me.

      “Bring it, bitch,” I said before lopping the harbinger’s head from its body. I was moving, searching for more opponents, before its head landed on the parched street.

      I couldn’t help but smile. The queen was losing her shit, and I could take complete credit for it. I felt her issuing commands to her soldiers, but they were disjointed, too quick for me to understand, and full of desperation. She was falling apart. The small pleasures in life.

      I found another harbinger in the street. It was inspecting the heavy metal doorway of a wide building. I recognized it as a multi-family residence. None of the rooftops appeared to have anyone on them, and there were no soldiers in the street, only some soldiers’ corpses. The Xeno must have caught them by surprise.

      If the residents needed to evacuate their homes, they couldn't do it if there was a pool of acidic Xeno blood in front of what might be their only exit. So, instead of cutting the harbinger, I scooped it up and ran with it for a distance. It struggled, but I doubted one had ever been treated like a tackling dummy any time in its entire evolutionary history. It had no idea what to do about its situation. It didn’t matter a second later when I launched it into a tightly packed group of its own. They all scattered like bowling pins—all except the big one.

      I could have rubbed my hands in delight if I wasn’t already brandishing my sword to get cutting. The big Xeno resembled a drone but carried a rifle and had spikes along its forearms. It was taller than the rest, and its legs appeared to be better armored.

      It was a controller. Killing it would at least temporarily render some of the Xeno stupid until the queen had a chance to take direct control of them.

      The controller turned toward me and began firing. The rest of the Xeno—those who had managed to hold on to their weapons when they’d been bowled over—started firing as well. Every shot was aimed at my face.

      I tried to cut hard to my right, but the dirt on the street had been chewed up and softened by previous boots and battles. I raised my arm in time to block several oothecae from striking me in the face. A tiny droplet made it past and landed on my eyebrow, but I ignored the pain and focused on staying alive.

      I couldn’t keep running forward. Eventually, I’d be in a crossfire. The Xeno would find a way past my arm, at least spatter my face with enough acid to blind me, and I’d be lucky to get any of them. And I couldn’t retreat. It would leave someone else vulnerable to their attack. It had to be there and then. So, I poured on the steam and jumped feet-first into the midst of them.

      Four impacts. Two seconds later, I was sliding across the ground. I rolled to my left, pushed off the ground hard and was surprised when I slammed my shoulder into a nearby building. The structure shook as fresh pain shot through my arm. I’d managed to dent my armor, which had inverted, pressing hard against my shoulder. There was no time to remove it to correct the problem, so I flexed my bicep and shoulder, and the armor popped back into place with a satisfying clang. The four Xeno I’d taken out were in pieces, buggy entrails and legs spread in a straight line across a hundred feet of the street.

      The controller was still standing. It inspected the mess I’d made and turned on me as I rose. It dropped its rifle, spread its clawed fingers out wide, and produced a hiss I’d never heard from a Xeno before. It was kind of cute, like a sound a squeaky toy would make—if it were produced on an alien planet for a 20-foot-tall dog with horns and green scales. It stopped making the noise when I snapped my pistol up and burned a hole through its ugly mouthparts.

      With the controller dead, the Xeno around it dropped their rifles and went idle, just like the ships attempting to attack Thaz’red on Druma had. I didn’t want the queen to have a chance to reactivate the idle harbingers, so I blasted each in turn.

      A tremor near my feet alerted me to another bug-hole opening up. I welcomed them into my kill-box. The queen had to know where I was. She was getting desperate. Good.

      The ground slowly lifted beneath me. If the queen followed her plan, the first bug would be a knight. It would be followed by a string of harbingers and possibly one or two more knights.

      She probably expected me to kill the knight, as I’d done before. But she knew I did this, and she would have prepared a new plan to try to outsmart me. The bitch was nothing if she wasn’t predictable. So, I threw the rulebook out the window.

      About three seconds before I expected the knight to break free from the ground, I jumped into the air. When I came down, I kicked with both feet against the heavily armored Xeno, driving it into the ground further than I’d intended.

      We fell for nearly 20 feet, almost straight down. I was in a room—a staging area for the Xeno invasion. I activated my Void-vision by instinct and found myself surrounded by enemies. The knight was stunned, so I used it as a platform and spun twice, lopping heads off the nearby Xeno.

      I fired with one hand, slashed with the other, and still the Xeno closed in around me. Hands clamped down on my sword-hand and attempted to wrench my weapon from my grasp. My other hand was being battered hard, even as I continued to pull the trigger. Splatters and thuds told me I was still hitting targets—something I didn't think I’d be running out of any time soon.

      I threw several harbingers from my sword-arm and got one slash in before what felt like twice as many piled on to take their place. They wanted to overwhelm me with numbers. They intended to pin me to the floor. Once they had me down, they’d dissect me or simply shove a grenade in my face and wait for the acid to melt its way into my brain. I knew I couldn’t live forever, but I’d be damned if I was going to let some Xeno bitch be the one to take me out.

      I continued to fire, paying close attention to the weight on my shoulders, arms, and back. The Xeno were piling on, adding their own body weight to those of their companions—a very bug-like thing to do. I let them and continued to fire as I held on to my sword with everything I had. When the weight reached my pre-determined threshold, I roared, spread my arms wide, and stood, slamming dozens of bugs into the walls and ceiling. Then I jumped, leaving the mess underground.

      “I thought you were gone!”  a soldier standing near the hole said when I landed on my feet next to him.

      “I’m not,” I said, “but you will be if you don’t start shooting down that hole.

      The soldier and I were joined by three others. We poured energy bolts into the darkness for several seconds before I stopped. I kept my weapon pointed down the hole as I strained to hear any sign of movement.

      “It’s an entire room of bugs,” I said. “I got a bunch of them, but I doubt I made much of a dent. There had to be over 100 down there. Anyone have a grenade?”

      “No, Sir,” a soldier next to me said. “Titus Rufus outlawed them a few years ago. Got the Senate to vote for it. Said they were too brutal and violent. Said it was unbecoming of a modern military to use them.”

      I kept my opinions to myself. Even though Rufus was an idiot and was currently locked away in a force cage, I didn’t want to disrespect him in front of the soldiers. I respected the post, if not the man who filled it.

      “Then do what you can,” I told him. “I understand you can’t stick around here forever waiting for Cimex that might or might not appear, but stay as long as you can. There were a lot of them down there, and we don’t want them adding to the numbers of the ones already on our streets.”

      He nodded grimly.

      I left the soldiers behind to guard against escaping Xeno. I felt less and less satisfied with the state of the Dionossi army the more time I spent with them. Strict adherence to leadership was usually a hallmark of discipline, but occasionally, it could be taken too far. That was a problem for another day though. I dragged my mind back to the immediate situation and back to the fight.

      I hunted for several minutes before I found a new hole forming on the street. The battle seemed to be ebbing, which meant either the queen was running out of troops or the first wave of her attack was nearly complete. Based on how many Xeno I saw in the room in the tunnel, it was likely the latter was true.

      The ground was just beginning to move, so I holstered my pistol, stood on top of the new hole-to-be, and waited for it to progress a little further before I’d attack the knight. A few seconds later, I jammed Ebon through the soil, and when I hit hard bug carapace, I began to drill, just as I’d done before.

      As I did, a squad rounded the far corner. At a barked order from their captain, they sprinted toward me, stopping about 10 yards away to form a defensive line. Rifles were pointed at the mound from the outside edges of the forcefield, and the men sighted down their guns. They were waiting for me to step out of the way. I intended to, but not until the knight was dead.

      A second later, my blade punched through the knight’s thick armor. I twirled my blade, and the beast stopped. Then, I stepped out of the way so that the soldiers would have a clear shot at the harbingers when they emerged.

      I sheathed my sword and leveled my pistol at the quivering mound. The bugs were taking longer than usual. The ground began to rumble again, even though the dome created by the knight’s back didn’t move. Something new was happening, and I wasn’t sure what.

      The unasked question was answered a moment later when the hole exploded open. The soldiers and I responded immediately, pouring fire at the entrance, but what came out was not what we’d expected.

      The creatures came straight out of the hole, unfolded their wings, and soared into the sky. As some of the troops watched the spectacle in awe, they quit firing, allowing more of the bugs to escape.

      “Keep firing!” I ordered.

      Most resumed their pace, but others were too awed to do anything other than stare.

      “Shield forward!” their captain ordered.

      As one, the troops generating the shield began a slow march. They advanced one step at a time. I saw what they were trying to do and advanced with them, pouring fire into the hole as fast as I could pull the trigger. Still, the flying Xeno poured out. Once in a while, one would crawl toward me or the shield. It was then that I got a good look at what we were up against.

      The creatures were the size of large dogs. They had a narrow waist, a round abdomen, and long legs like a dragonfly. Their carapaces were smooth, built for speed.

      Their legs were the most disturbing part. They were thick, covered in small, inward-pointing hooks, and tipped with two claws that looked strong enough to punch through armor. I vaporized the one who’d stuck around to get a better look at us.

      The shield line advanced only two more steps before it fell apart. At least a dozen of the flying Xeno swooped down toward the soldiers. I was in front of the shield, and though I couldn’t shoot through the energy barrier, I could leap over it.

      I caught two before they made it to the line, but the rest grabbed the four soldiers, peeled them away, and began lifting them into the air. I fired as fast as I could aim, saving three of the troops, but the fourth still had one attached to his back, and it was moving fast.

      “Keep firing!” I ordered as I ran after the man. The flying Xeno were still pouring out of the hole, and unless the men kept fighting, the city would be overrun.

      I ran hard, but just before I was ready to jump and make a grab for the soldier, the bug let him go. That’s their plan, I realized. The armor won’t protect the men from a fall. They’ll die, crushed by their own inertia. But not this one. This one will survive.

      I leaped and caught the flailing soldier before he hit the ground. When I looked to set him down, a shadow fell across us, and his eyes went wide. I let go of the man and nailed the flying Xeno with a spinning kick. Its legs flew off, and its broken body slammed hard against a nearby building.

      “Watch out for the flying ones!” I said over the comm. “They’re picking soldiers up and dropping them. We need air defense to take them out!”

      “We can’t,” Cassius replied. “Air defense is down. The bugs went after it first. We’re going to have to use rifles.”

      I turned and gaped at the four towers surrounding the palace. Smoke rose from each of their tops. The anti-air defenses were gone. All that was left were the shields, which would keep the bugs contained. However, that also meant everyone would be stuck inside with them.

      Rifle fire began to fill the sky and batter the shield. I couldn’t help but wonder why the queen would send in flying Xeno when she had to know the Dionossi possessed ranged weapons.

      I pivoted to return to the last hole when a thought occurred to me. The queen didn’t merely know the Dionossi had ranged weapons; she was counting on it.
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      “Cassius, do you copy?” I asked over the comms. 

      “Go ahead, Jacob,” he replied. Ever the professional, he sounded at peace.

      “How much damage can the shields take from rifle fire before they go down?”

      The comm was quiet for a few moments. I used the time to return to the hole the flying Xeno had emerged from. Though no more were spewing out of the ground, there were plenty in th air for the soldiers to shoot at.

      Very occasionally, a flying Xeno would fall, struck by what was probably a lucky shot. But it was the soldiers who were dropping from the sky at a steady rhythm. The bitch was crafty. She didn’t need to bust through our armor to kill us.

      “I’m told the amount of fire the forcefields can take is undetermined,” Cassius finally answered, carefully picking his words. “We don’t have a way to monitor them at the moment, but I’ve been assured they will last the entire battle, however long that turns out to be.”

      “Roger that,” I said.

      Either the general was confident, or he was only being a professional. Either way, I refocused my efforts on destroying as many Xeno as I could.

      “Seventeen!” Reaver said over our private team channel.

      “What is 17?” Beatrix transmitted.

      “That’s how many Xeno I’ve killed since we started counting,” Reaver said. “Oh, sorry, 20!”

      “What?” I laughed. “We’re playing that game now? Nobody informed me. I haven’t been keeping count!”

      “Twenty-two,” Reaver said brightly. “You’d better get moving if you’re going to catch up—and no estimates! If you didn’t keep count, your counter’s at zero.”

      “What is the goal?” Beatrix asked.

      “Whoever gets the most kills by the end of the battle,” Reaver explained, “gets a free beer from everyone else!”

      “Beer?” Skrew asked.

      “Do they even have beer?” I asked, setting off to find my next fight.

      Reaver had played the game before. It was a way to keep the troops motivated. And, beer or not, I’d find her something special. Although I had no intention of letting her win.

      I turned a corner and found four Dionossi soldiers surrounded by harbingers. Three had formed a forcefield barrier, and the fourth was doing his best to destroy their attackers, but he didn’t have a lot of room. I fired 10 shots into the Xeno, which allowed the troops to spread out a bit. Once they did, the soldier in the middle had a much easier time of it.

      Three flying Xeno, which I suddenly decided to call “raptors,” circled overhead. Although I couldn't tell which direction they were looking, they appeared to be preparing to swoop down and take one or more of the troops in the defensive circle. If that happened, the soldiers would be overrun. I solved the problem by shooting all three raptors down. However, far in the distance, I spotted three more carrying as many soldiers with them, preparing to drop.

      I raised my pistol, ready to take them out, but I couldn't be sure of the shot. It was too far away, barely a black dot against the sky. I fired anyway. Better to go out quickly than screaming all the way to the sudden stop at the bottom.

      One of the ones I’d shot earlier had landed within the forcefield barrier. The soldier in the middle clubbed it with his polearm a couple of times to make sure it was dead before returning to defense.

      “Thanks!” the soldier transmitted.

      I didn’t bother responding, already on my way to find my next fight.

      Many of the troops near the center of the city had moved to the rooftops. From there, they were able to snipe the countless number of Xeno harbingers and knights running through the streets. It looked to be effective, even though several buildings I passed looked like they’d taken significant damage. Some had entire walls knocked down. Others were no more than a pile of rubble. I hoped if anyone had been taking shelter inside that they’d made it out in time. I didn’t have time to search for survivors though, not until after we won the battle.

      “Thirty-two,” Beatrix said. She sounded like she was counting the roses she picked in a garden instead of smashing heads.

      “Eleventeen!” Skrew said.

      “Thirteen,” I transmitted. I was only half paying attention to my kills, but I wanted to keep everyone encouraged.

      I stopped and caught a soldier as he fell from a nearby building. He landed face-down in my arms, and when I tried to set him back on his feet, his legs turned to jelly. I saw why when I tried to stand him up. His face was gone, replaced with a green, gooey mess of dissolved flesh and bones. He was dead before he fell from the building.

      I took a second to check the rooflines but didn’t spot any harbingers. If the queen had figured out the advantage of using the roofs as high ground, I’d have to convince her to abandon that idea.

      No Xeno came into view, so I leaped to the roof of a single-story building to my right. There weren’t any Xeno there, so I leaped to another building, two stories taller, and found two dead soldiers. They were killed the same way, lying in pools of their own liquefied heads. Small Xeno legs surrounded the bodies, but there were no other clues.

      What the fuck? I wondered. The answer came a second later when a raptor attempted to crash into my helmet. My first instinct was to shoot. My second was to divide the creature, sending one part left and the other right. But I just ducked. I saw what it was trying to do, and after it flew through the spot my head had recently occupied, I spun around and sent an energy bolt straight up its ass. The creature exploded into a cloud of burned green goo and spinning legs. I wondered if these skill kills shouldn’t count as two. Skrew would probably agree they should.

      “Watch out for the flying ones!” I warned everyone on the comm. “They’re flying straight into faces. Better duck than shoot right away, then get them afterward.”

      “Thanks for the heads up,” General Cassius said. “Jacob, we could use your help at the palace. Cimex forces are gathering here. This may be their final attack, and it looks like they’re putting everything they’ve got into it. I’m heading out to help defend.”

      “On my way.”

      I leaned into my run, taking several opportunities to chop necks on my way to the palace. My score was 36 since I started counting. When I reached the far side of the trading area from the palace, I knew my score would go much higher that day.

      The area in front of the palace teemed with Xeno bodies. They climbed on and over each other, each trying desperately to be the next one killed.

      At least 10 soldiers had formed a defensive line around the entrance of the palace. Their forcefield was keeping the bugs on the ground at bay, but the Xeno were climbing on top of each other and their fallen to try to climb over the top of the forcefield. Others were trying to climb the slightly inward-sloping wall of the palace. If successful, they’d be able to dropdown and attack behind the defensive line.

      General Cassius was behind the forcefield. He was making quick work of any Xeno that approached his section of the shield, stabbing out at one, then another before sprinting to help another soldier or two who were having trouble. He knew how to use the weapon, and the destruction he wrought was a thing of beauty.

      Meanwhile, troops had gathered on the nearby rooftops and were pouring fire into the mass of Xeno bodies. It didn’t seem to be helping, though new gouts of green blood pumped into the air with every shot.

      No less than six soldiers within the palace were shooting the bugs who tried to circumvent the forcefield, including the raptors soaring in overhead. It was only a matter of time before the queen tried using the flying Xeno to drop knights behind the line. I had to get her attention before that.

      With my pistol in my left hand and Ebon in my right, I waded into the fray. From the corner of my eye, I spotted Beatrix to the left. I was certain Reaver was doing her part, though I hadn’t seen her yet. It was time to make the queen regret her decision.

      I fired as fast as I could, keeping aware of where I was facing so as not to put Beatrix in danger. Three harbingers turned toward me. Two I shot through their thorax while the third received a pointy blade between its buggy eyes. No sooner had those three dropped  than three more turned to take their place.

      I repeated the process several more times. I developed a rhythm and allowed myself to fall into a killing trance. The Xeno were so focused on conquering the palace, they weren’t watching their backs. It was only a matter of time until their numbers thinned to a manageable level. Then, we’d wipe the rest of them out fast. The queen had bitten off more than she could chew.

      I see you. You fight bravely, but your efforts are for naught. You cannot win. What you see is not the entirety of my children, and even if they die, I will make more. I will haunt this planet until my dying day. You cannot win. You cannot survive. It would be best to die now. Drop your weapons. My children will assist in your death. You will not suffer.

      As one, the Xeno soldiers stopped climbing over each other. They turned, ignoring the continuous incoming fire from the rooftops and the tentacle-headed warrior mowing them down somewhere far to my left. They stared at me as if I was about to surrender.

      I was ready for an attack that never came. They waited, watched, and died by the dozens. I’d become their intent and focus; nothing else mattered.

      The queen’s words echoed in my head, but the emotional attack she was trying to inflict on me felt like balled-up tissue paper being tossed against a bank vault’s closed door. She was desperate to get me to stop fighting. Not only had I become important to her, but I’d also become her worst enemy. I almost felt honored.

      My answer to the queen’s demand, to her subtle seduction for me to quit fighting, was a raised left hand and a single squeeze of my pistol’s trigger. The Xeno troops charged before the body of the one I’d shot hit the ground.

      Oh boy, I thought. I must’ve really pissed the bitch off. I laughed and jumped hard, landing 30 feet away. I resumed shooting as I walked backward, checking over my shoulder every couple of seconds, just in case there were any Xeno hiding along the alleys or larger streets in that direction.

      The Xeno were crowding each other to get to me. Where they had plenty of room to attack from lots of different angles before, I’d forced them to funnel themselves into a relatively narrow street. At most, 10 could attack me at once, but they were so frantic, even those who were closest found it difficult to keep their buggy eyes on me. The harbingers and knights behind them kept trying to crawl on top and over them. The soldiers on the roofs figured it out, too. They poured fire into the street. It didn’t matter where they aimed, so they quit trying. The bodies piled and fell as I walked.

      Then, the raptors joined the fight. They darkened the sky with their numbers, swirling for several seconds before swooping down to attack me. I saw them coming, timed my jump, and instead of retreating as they’d apparently expected me to do, I jumped to the side. A solid 10 of the number smashed harmlessly onto the street, reducing themselves to green piles of gore.

      Some of the soldiers took a few quick shots at the flying Xeno when they began to rise again, but most kept their fire on the more immediate threat of the harbingers. That was good. Eventually, the raptors would whittle their numbers down for me. They had two attacks, and I had just proven one of them to be completely ineffective against me.

      I continued walking backward and resumed my position in the middle of the street, one eye aiming, the other watching for the flying Xeno. I didn’t have to wait long.

      The queen got creative with her next attack. Most of the creatures attacked from the front, coming in low over the horde of Xeno grinding their way down the street. But five of them came in from behind.

      Their goal was paralyze me with indecision. It was a blitz attack. It was also a desperate move by a primitive leader who didn’t understand the basics of warfare. If troops were to be expended, it had to be done in a manner that would guarantee that others would survive. In her case, it should have been a way to ensure she got to live after it was all over.

      Instead, her objective was revenge. She couldn’t catch me. She couldn’t control me. The frustration must have driven her half-insane with rage. The queen didn’t know it, but she was playing directly into my hand. I looked forward to cutting off her head and eating cereal out of her skull… once it had been thoroughly washed, of course.

      The number of Xeno on the front line facing me began to dwindle. It almost looked like they themselves were having second thoughts about their current course of action. I slowed my pace, drawing them in by allowing them to get safely closer. My plan to churn them through a gauntlet of Dionossi soldiers was working, so I had to keep it going as long as I could.

      Instead of reaching for me, though, the queen had apparently decided she’d try for ranged attacks. The seven or eight on the front line retrieved rifles passed to them from those behind them and leveled them at my face. It was time to move.

      I faked right and dove left into a roll. Oothecae splashed onto the ground in front and behind me as the Xeno adjusted their fire, searching for the correct timing to pop me in the face. I kept firing the whole time, but instead of picking targets, I fired into the crowd of enemies. The objective was to reduce their numbers, not pick and choose which ones died. I knew if I killed one holding a rifle, another would take its place, so I opted for maximum kills.

      I launched myself from my roll and planted my feet against the side of the stone building ahead of me. Three steps later, I kicked off hard, and as I backflipped through the air, I took out another eight Xeno. When I hit the building across the street, I kicked off again.

      Several oothecae caught me on my right leg. Their aim was improving. I couldn't keep it up forever. It turned out I didn’t have to.

      A scream that seemed to come from the planet itself echoed through the streets. At once, the Xeno stopped their attack and fled. They scattered down alleys, through the streets, and over the bodies of their dead comrades. All of us kept firing on them. But within a few seconds, there weren’t any more left to kill, and the battlefield suddenly became eerily quiet.

      “Where did they go?” I asked, looking around.

      “Looks like we scared the queen,” Reaver said. “They’ve all gone back underground! Is that it? Is the battle over?”

      The queen had moved her troops. Whether it was a retreat or not, I wasn’t sure, but so long as she lived, the battle was not over. There was no victory without her death.

      “Assistance is required!” Beatrix said over the comm.

      “Where are you?” I asked.

      “I am at the Great Gate! It appears our enemy has chosen this place to die!”

      I arrived at the gate a few seconds after Beatrix had called. Most of the guards on the wall had already been killed, but others were scrambling to take their place.

      The bugs had opened up several more holes and were pouring out, though one hole was being handled by Beatrix alone. She’d positioned herself close to the edge and was bashing them as they came out. It looked like a twisted, green-tinted game of whack-a-mole, but it wasn’t a game she seemed to be enjoying. She was all focus, bashing the creatures that popped up every two seconds or so.

      Her control of the hole allowed the guards to focus on the other two. Bugs were coming through at a slow pace, but it was fast enough that if the guards didn’t get a killing shot on any particular Xeno, it could charge through far enough to allow two others to emerge uncontested. Little by little, the area inside the Great Gate began to fill with combatants.

      Each time two or three guards teamed up to create a forcefield, they were attacked by a dozen raptors, and one of them would disappear into the smoke of a nearby building that had caught fire. 

      I started shooting. My targets were the raptors. They were the biggest problem, even though several knights had joined the fray. So long as the troops could keep their forcefields in place, they could eventually wear the big bugs down. The only thing stopping them were the raptors.

      Then, another earthquake struck the area, one that felt like it could rattle the eyes right out of my head.

      “What are they doing?” Reaver asked. “The fight’s already on! What else could they need to do?” The question was answered a moment later.

      “New holes outside the Great Gate!” a soldier transmitted. “Four of them! And… may the Void gods protect us… there’s an army coming.”

      Holes both inside and outside the gate meant only one thing: the queen had decided that if she couldn't go through the gate, she’d go under it. She’d line up troops on the outside where we couldn’t destroy them and march them under the Great Gate, expanding the hole as they went. They’d keep going until it was too wide for us to handle the flow. Her limitations would be lifted as the live Xeno used the dead ones piled in front of them as shields.

      I glanced at the troops around me. They were a haggard bunch. They’d been fighting for hours and even the toughest among them looked like they were ready to fall to their knees and surrender. Yet they kept fighting.

      I thought of the civilians. Some of them were former military. All of them could be taught how to shoot a rifle or operate a force staff, but there wasn’t the time. I didn’t even know if Dionossi law allowed conscription of its citizens. They were sitting ducks if we didn’t do something.

      Reaver had joined the fight as well. She shooed some of the guards away from the second hole and began spinning her kusari-fundo around her head fast enough to make it sing. The weighted end of the chain seemed to stretch out as links appeared in the weapon, giving her the exact length she needed to turn it into a buzzsaw. When a Xeno stuck any part of its body out of the hole, the weapon cut through the piece like a hot bicycle chain through warm butter.

      It was just as messy, too. Most close-by guards dove out of the way of the spilling guts and crawled to safety. Two of them stayed behind and evacuated two old-looking short, green aliens to a building further down the street. The Xeno blood would eventually dissolve the rock, which might bring the building down.

      “We have another problem,” a guard on the wall said. “Something bigger.”

      The guards on the ground could last a little longer before I joined the fight, and I had to have an overview of the biggest of the dangers the city was simultaneously facing. A hard leap took me to the top of the wall.

      The soldier hadn't been kidding.
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      I used my Void-vision to get a closer look at the army of Xeno approaching the Great Gate from outside the city. I couldn’t see where they’d emerged from, but I could only conclude it was from far away. We’d destroyed the hive, and there’d been no other place to hide.

      Especially for these massive crawlers. Each of the eight giant Xeno looked like it was the size of the average house. It was a new type of Xeno being escorted by regular harbingers and knights. They were huge, easily 30 feet long and about 20 feet wide. The round-backed creatures barely cleared the ground, and though I couldn’t see heads, I knew they must have had them. In any case, the small size of their skulls would make it difficult to get a headshot. They lumbered forward on unseen legs and seemed to hug the ground. Small plants and trees were brushed aside, and their dark shells seemed to repel dust. Although there was a cloud surrounding them, none of it stuck to the big creatures.

      “What do you see?” Reaver asked.

      “Huge bugs,” I said. “They look like… damn. They look like tanks. I don’t see any heads or external weapons, but I’ll be damned if they don’t look like tanks.”

      “Kill ‘em?”

      “I could. But I want to see what they do first. The walls and forcefields might be enough to keep them out. This could be another distraction; we have to make sure we don’t all go after the same thing.”

      “Roger that,” Reaver said. “I’ll keep chopping Xeno as long as they want to keep offering themselves. What a bunch of stupid bugs.”

      Xeno weren’t stupid though, not if they had a queen as smart as the one we were battling against. The one we’d fought in the hive orbiting Druma might have been equally intelligent. The only difference would be the disadvantage of space compared to a queen who’d built a hive with almost unlimited space underground and the time to prepare. In some ways, the Xeno were far more sophisticated than Martian scientists knew. In other ways, they were far more primitive. One mind to control the rest gave my enemy a singular purpose. There was no chance of convincing some of the soldiers to surrender or turn on their leaders, but it also gave the entire enemy army a single point of failure.

      What message is the queen trying to send? I thought as I observed the Xeno that looked like giant ticks. What is it she hopes to accomplish by expending such a huge amount of resources on eight huge bugs? They aren’t even Xeno spacecraft. Is this a show of force? An attempt at intimidation?

      “Jacob, you busy?” Nyna said, interrupting my musings.

      “Go ahead.”

      “I did a little upgrade on the hologram table. Just a little idea I came up with. I have it reading data from everyone’s armor, still working on the last ones.””

      “Good work. What can you tell me about the new bugs headed toward the Great Gate?”

      The comms went quiet for a moment while she checked. “It’s hard to tell. These sensor-things were designed to keep track of fast-moving objects and metal, not really for bugs, you know? But I can tell there’s something different about the new ones. There’s movement inside them. Wriggling, like bug legs inside them.”

      I’d gotten the same sense. These were more than just enormous bugs. But my Void-zoom didn’t show me anything conclusive. I glanced back to check on the Xeno leaks in the city.

      Beatrix and Reaver stood above their holes, peering over the edge. Reaver still had her weighted chain slicing through the wriggly bastards, but the guards covering the third hole had stopped firing.

      “Why did the bugs stop coming?” Beatrix asked. “Did they run out of soldiers?”

      “I doubt it,” Reaver said. “I think the queen is going to try something new. Maybe it was her plan all along. Maybe this was just a decoy.”

      The words sent a visible chill through the Dionossi troops. The soldiers looked to their peers, then to me. I turned away from the silent bug-holes and off toward the approaching army. They were no more than a mile away, and trailed a dark cloud of dust behind them.

      Reaver was right. The queen had a plan, something new.One of the new Xeno at the front of the formation seemed to be growing and expanding. It wasn’t until I took a closer look that I realized what was happening.

      “They can fly,” I said. “Prepare for incoming! The new Xeno can fly! Controller, get me more troops on the walls, especially near the gate. More troops on the wall! This bug’s not going to go down easy.”

      “Eleventh squad,” a controller said, “assist near the front gate. We have fliers incoming.”

      “Roger,” a soldier replied. “Eleventh squad is on the way. We’re not far.”

      The bug took off a few seconds later, lifting itself from the ground on huge wings it unfolded from under a protective outer shell. Harbingers and knights were tossed aside by the wind it created. Each wing had to be 30 feet long, and as it rose, it created a deep, heavy thrumming sound I could feel in my eyeballs. The sound reminded me of a long battle I’d fought years ago while trying to eradicate Xeno from a colony

      “I’m designating the new bugs ‘tanks,’” I said over the comm. “There’s eight of them. Nyna, can you confirm that count?”

      “Yup,” she replied, “I count eight. What do you want to do about them?”

      I thought about it for a moment before answering. Eleventh squad had just arrived. They were scaling ladders to get up on the wide walkway at the top of the walls. I had at least 20 soldiers with me, and another 10 on the way. The forcefields were still up, and the Great Gate was still closed.

      “We’re going to wait,” I said. “We need to see what they’re capable of before we throw troops at them. They might be trying to lure us out. Let’s see if they’re even a threat.”

      

      There will be peace. You will know peace.

      

      The voice reached into my consciousness from far away. It felt like waking up to gunfire after sleeping soundly in a comfortable bed. I’d almost forgotten what the voice of the Lakunae sounded like. I waited a moment longer, but it appeared they had no other words for me.

      Two more tanks launched themselves into the air and hovered about 300 feet above the rest of their army. The others formed the front line while the rest of the Xeno troops moved behind them. The line of tanks stopped 50 yards from the Great Gate. There, they stomped their hidden feet, which made the wall tremble.

      Dust rose from underneath them, but it wasn’t enough to completely hide them from our view. Still, they stood there. But it was the flying ones I was most concerned with. The other soldiers were probably distracted by the dust, as the queen intended, but I paid attention to the flying ones to find out a method for countering their efforts and made sure the ground tanks didn’t start doing more than stomping. My thoughts were interrupted by Nyna’s happy voice.

      “Hey, I got one of the big guns on the towers working!” she said. “It’s a bit more powerful, too. Looks like a bug or two ran themselves into it. Killed the soldier who was up here—poor guy--but the gun’s back in working order, mostly. Targeting system is a goner, but it’ll still shoot. Anyone want this thing while I go fix another one? Kill the ugly flying bug before they, I don’t know, eat us or something?”

      I couldn't have been happier. “Well done. General, we’ll need your best gunner up there. Someone who can shoot without a targeting system.”

      “He’s already on his way,” the general said, in control as always but clearly contented. “I’m sending  gunners to the other cannons in case she can get any of those working again as well. Thanks for all you’re doing, Jacob and Nyna. Dionos owes you a debt of gratitude.”

      I was only doing what I did best. If I’d been granted special powers, and I had the willpower to push myself to fight and put my life on the line, what else would I do?

      “Jacob,” the general continued after a moment of silence, “we have new readings from the sensors. It looks like those tanks just outside the gate are up to something. I think they’re digging.”

      I peered over the edge again and zoomed in on one. There was a lot of dust,enough to justify the general’s concerns, but it didn’t look like the tanks were getting any deeper into the ground. I watched a moment longer and figured out what I was seeing.

      “They aren’t digging,” I said, “but the Cimex hiding underneath them are. They might be trying to sap the walls, Sir. We will either need to go meet them in battle or be prepared to fight them in the city again when they breach our defenses.”

      “What do you recommend?” the general asked.

      “It looks like we forced the queen to start the attack before she was ready.” I answered. “The logical way to attack the city would have been to send the siege tanks first. They’re slow, and since we haven’t received any reports of huge Cimex coming out of the ground, they must have had to travel a long distance from wherever the queen was growing them. Now that her plan is spoiled, she’s got to make it up as she goes. Unfortunately, it will make her somewhat unpredictable.

      “As for what I recommend,  I say we let the flying ones in. I doubt the queen knows we got one of the guns repaired. If we can draw the big ones in, that’ll reduce their effectiveness and hopefully break the queen’s spirit—at least for a while. What say you?”

      “Do it,” Cassius said. “You have eyes on the enemy, so I’ll leave it to you to design the battle plan. But it sounds like we need to move quickly.”

      “Nyna,” I transmitted. “How long until the second gun is fixed?”

      “Just another minute,” she said. Her voice sounded strained, like she was carrying something heavy. “They gave up on the guns way too quick. I have one of their engineers up here with me. He’s helping me finish the second one. Maybe 55 seconds.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “Reaver, Beatrix, move some troops to cover your locations. I need you up here with me.”

      A few moments later, both women landed on the wall. They were covered in dust, which had dried into narrow rivulets of mud on their skin. I was momentarily distracted thinking about how I’d manage to make sure we would all bathe together later.

      I motioned a nearby guard over to include him in the conversation. “I’m going to drop this section of the forcefield,” I said. “At least one of the tanks will make a run for the gap. Can the field be brought back up when the flying Cimex make it about halfway through?”

      “No, Sir,” the guard said. “The field has to have a clear line of sight to engage.”

      “Okay. I’m hoping all three will come in, then. We’ll seal it up afterward, but if the other tanks take wing, we’ll have to open it again. I’m not sure what these things are capable of, but they’re the only real threat at the moment. And, they’re protecting the Cimex who are digging. If we separate them from the rest, we’ll reduce the strength of the attack overall.”

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “I want you to be responsible for lowering and raising the forcefield. I’ll be busy fighting these things along with Reaver and Beatrix. I’ll leave it up to you to decide if we can handle more. If we can, keep them coming. If not, wait until we kill the ones we have before lowering the forcefield again.”

      The guard looked at us uncertainly. He glanced behind him at the flying Xeno. “I… I’m not sure I’m the right man for this job.”

      “You are the right man,” I said as I poked his chest plate, “because you’re the one I picked. You’ll do it to the best of your ability and you’ll take charge of your duties. You have more than enough mental capacity to assess the situation. All you have to do is dare to be decisive. Do you understand?”

      The soldier snapped to attention, pounded his fist twice against his chest plate, and hurried to take charge of the soldier who was manning the force staff. The other soldier looked back at us, nodded once, and hovered his hand over the button that would turn his staff off.

      “We’re ready when you are, Sir,” the commanding soldier said.

      “Second gun is fixed,” Nyna announced. “Heading to the third.”

      “Good job,” I said. “Are the soldiers in position and ready to fire?”

      “They are,” Nyna said. “Do you want to wait until—”

      “No. Sorry, but there’s no time. We can’t let the city walls fall. We’re going to drop a section of the force field in 30 seconds. Tell the gunners not to fire until all the fliers are inside.”

      “Will do,” she said. “Be safe.”

      I didn’t reply to that. Being safe was the furthest thing from my mind. I intended to put myself in all the danger I had to deal with to win the war for this planet.

      I drew my pistol and nodded to the guard I’d assigned to control the forcefield. “It’s time to get their attention,” I said.

      Reaver and Beatrix raised their rifles and pointed them at the tanks. A second later, the guard confirmed, “It’s down!”

      We opened fire, pouring killing energy into the flying Xeno tanks. As I’d expected, they absorbed the shots like nothing at all had happened. As one, all three turned toward us, and the rest on the ground snapped their protective shells open and took to the air.

      “Looks like we’re going to be fighting them all at once!” I said. “Be ready on the big guns! Everyone else, fire at will!”

      I dove out of the way as the first tank passed through the gap in our defenses. The creature folded its wings back for the instant it took to fly through the gap. Then, it spread its translucent wings again and flapped hard. A moment later, I found myself flying through the air, literally blown away by the wind the creature’s wings created.

      I landed on my feet at the bottom of the wall and sprinted back and forth, catching as many guards as I could. I didn’t catch all of them.

      “I have the forcefield!” Beatrix said.

      All eight of the tanks were inside. Worse, they began disgorging harbingers and knights throughout the city. They’d spread themselves far, no two grouping together. A moment later, three tower-mounted guns opened up. Their operators were good, but not good enough to hit with every shot. Buildings were catching fire. Others were collapsing.

      I charged, leaping to the nearest building, then to a taller one, in hot pursuit of my prey. The tank swerved to the left, then right, but there was no way it was going to shake me.

      One of the two shots I fired at the beast found its target. I hit the tip of the creature’s abdomen, which it coiled up almost completely into the rest of its body.

      “They don’t like being shot in the ass!” I transmitted before launching myself into the air. I landed at the joint where the creature’s shells covered its wings, punched a hole in its back, and held on to its guts as it spun in a hard circle, trying to throw me.

      Then, it turned back toward the Great Gate. I shoved my pistol into the hole in the bug I’d just made and fired. It flinched but kept flying, so I fired again and repeated it as fast as I could. I grinned as I thought of how envious Skrew would be if he saw this.

      “The shield!” Reaver said.

      I squeezed out five more shots before I jumped. The bug continued on a collision course with the walkway at the top of the city’s defensive wall. When it hit, it destroyed several force staves. The city was unprotected, but the tank was down. It oozed a pale green fluid as it slowly slid down the interior surface of the wall.

      “Force staves to the southern and eastern walls,” a controller said. “Whoever is closest, recover the city’s shields.”

      “I’ve got the southern wall!” I shouted.

      “Skrew is squishing bugs!” the vrak said. When I got there a few seconds later, I found the vrak with a force staff in each hand. He was dressed in gold Dionossi armor, except for the sleeves. Nothing they had would have fit the four-armed alien.

      “At your side!” I told him as I fired into the Xeno closest to me.

      The bugs were stacking on top of each other, forming a lattice upon which other Xeno could climb. Little by little, they were inching their way to the top of the wall.

      Skrew roared as he lashed out with each staff, striking one bug after the other. But he was tiring. I could see it on his face. I had to do something or we’d be fighting in the streets again, but this time with fewer troops than before. And the ones we had left would be at least as tired as Skrew.

      I holstered my pistol, drew my sword, and leaped into the churning throng of Xeno at the bottom of the wall. I closed my eyes at the last moment to prevent any of the acidic Xeno blood from having an easy way to blind me. I’d be relying on speed, force, and memory. I’d be stretching my senses as far as they would take me. I’d win or die trying.

      I landed on top of a knight, who probably didn’t appreciate being smashed into the ground. He fell on top of a harbinger, who I was sure appreciated it even less. A quick slash of my sword hit at least seven targets. It didn’t matter if I struck heads or not. All that mattered was breaking the ladder the bugs had created.

      I slashed and hacked, defining a rhythm but interposing fancy twirls and hard roundhouse kicks now and then to prevent the queen from being able to guess my next move. She had to be paying attention. She had to have been thinking that she had me right where she wanted me.

      “Third gun is fixed!” Nyna announced.

      “More to Jacob right!” Skrew said over the comm.

      I made the adjustment, slicing and cutting, kicking and stabbing until I felt my blade strike the wall. I planted my back against it and slashed both left and right. The tower of Xeno soldiers who’d been scaling the wall crashed on top of me, and for a couple of seconds, I was pinned.

      I no longer require your surrender, the queen whispered into my mind. You are mine. You will feed my young. I will taste your flesh, and from it, I will grow a new army. You have won nothing here. Come to me. Accept your fate.

      “Not today, bitch,” I grunted. I stood, threw my arms up explosively, and pushed off the pile of Xeno. The wall was at my back, so I jumped hard, only opening my eyes after I’d left the ground. Looking at the spot I’d occupied, I realized what kind of a mess I’d made of the Xeno troops. At least 100 mangled bodies lay bleeding in the dirt.

      When I landed on the walkway, a soldier activated the last force staff. The city’s defenses were fully functional again. I turned and found smoke rising from at least a dozen buildings. Injured soldiers lay in the streets, along with dead or dying Xeno. The last Xeno tank was sputtering to a halt as all three tower guns poured huge yellow hyphens of energy into it. A moment after it crashed on the other side of the city, another fire erupted.

      We had won the battle, but the war was far from over. The queen would regroup and try again; I was sure of it. What else was there for her to do? Her plan, which she must have been working on for years, was falling apart. She’d lost a huge number of troops. We had some time to prepare for an attack that would be far more vicious than the last. How much time though, nobody knew.

      Hurry up and wait, I thought with a chuckle.
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      “Skrew is not the dead!” the vrak announced. He sounded like he was celebrating, which he might’ve been. “Skew has the many kills! Twelve… hundred and… elventeen of the Xeno! Is more? Is too many? Is never too many! Skrew is warrior! Make the smash of bug Xeno! Kill and squash! Pew and pew! Bahahahaha! Is anyone who dead more?”

      “Not me,” Reaver said.

      “I am not certain what number you just spoke,” Beatrix said. “I am not even certain it was a number, but it does sound like a big one. I guess you won, Skrew.”

      “Is beer?” he asked.

      “I’ll find you something,” I promised him. “But nobody said you’d get it right away.”

      I jumped from the wall to the ground. Several guards were still guarding the three holes near the Great Gate. They looked completely worn out.

      Reaver was at my side a few seconds later as we surveyed the damage. “Do you think it’s a good idea to give the vrak alcohol?” she asked.

      “Nope,” I said. “But after this battle, I feel like I’ll need some, too.”

      “So, what’s next, Major?” she asked. “The queen is still alive.”

      We stepped out of the way to let a transport hover by. It was taking the injured to the infirmary.

      “I have an idea,” I said, pointing to the transport. “That’s what we do. They’ve got to have more of those things than they know what to do with. We’ll take three of them to nearby damaged buildings, load them with stone, and park them on top of the holes. The Xeno will eventually be able to get through, but it’ll slow them down and buy the soldiers some time to recover.”

      I explained the plan to Beatrix too, and we got to work.

      I found a transport parked outside of a low stone building. It had collapsed, and I could see the remains of a species of alien I’d never seen before. Its skin was covered in dense fur that was almost neon orange in color. Lighter stripes circled the outstretched arm, the only visible part of the being I could see.

      There was no time to mourn. I had a bug-hole to plug.

      It didn’t take long to pile blocks of stone onto the cart. It also didn’t take long to overload the cart. The thing couldn’t even lift itself off of the ground. I had to help it up with one hand and hold it off the ground while the engine struggled and whined. I grabbed a couple of extra blocks and carried them under my other arm while I pulled the whining transport along. When I got to the middle hole, I set the transport in place. Then, I added the extra blocks I’d brought for good measure. If the Xeno managed to break through, the first dozen or so of them would be crushed under the blocks. I hoped they tried.

      Reaver returned a few seconds later with her transport and an extra block under her arm. We both gasped when we saw Beatrix.

      “Was that building already wrecked when you put the whole thing on your transport?” Reaver asked.

      “No,” Beatrix grunted. “One wall was. The others would have fallen soon. So, I took them.

      Her transport was so heavy, she was under it, carrying the entire thing on her back. It looked like she’d managed to tip the walls directly onto it. They were still mostly intact, and because of how she’d laid them, there was little risk of them being so heavy, they’d punch through the middle and ruin her work. She did need some help to get it off her back and onto the hole. Reaver and I were more than happy to assist.

      “I did not think that one through completely,” she said with a laugh.

      A dull crash had us all spin round with our weapons at the ready—only to face two transports in a tangled heap on the dirt. Their pilots had been transporting dead Xeno carcasses when they’d collided.

      “You good?” the soldier on the left asked.

      “Yeah, I’m good,” the other said. Both men shook their heads and stared at the wreckage as others rushed over to help transfer the bodies to other transports.

      The men are getting sloppy, I thought. They’re making small mistakes, which are going to cost lives on the battlefield later. I need to get back to Cassius. He’s got to let some of the men rest or we won’t stand a chance. I’ll put them on two shifts.

      When I got within sight of the palace, my stomach sank. There had been a fire. The main doors were open, soot drawing flames on the wall right above them. I thought of Yaltu and Enra and rushed inside.

      Both women were helping soldiers trade damaged weapons for new ones. Enra’s face was sooty, but it looked like Yaltu had remained far enough away from the fire.

      “What happened?” I asked. “Are you okay?”

      “It was just a small fire,” Enra said. “I helped to extinguish it, and everyone’s fine.”

      I waved away the next soldier who wanted to trade his weapon and took Enra aside.

      “You look exhausted,” I whispered. “Are you injured?”

      She shook her head, but her eyelids drooped.

      “Go upstairs. Get some rest and keep the balcony door closed. Take a rifle with you just in case.”

      “But I can help,” she said, looking up to me.

      “I know,” I said, wrapping my arms around her. “You’re brave, but even warriors need to rest. We’re not machines. Otherwise, why would it be worth going through all this trouble to defend each other?”

      She nodded, took a fresh rifle from a rack, and headed out of the room. I motioned for Yaltu to join her. She didn’t look nearly as tired, but there was no reason for her to be up. I assigned two soldiers to cover their positions. Both seemed relieved.

      “Jacob,” General Cassius said as he walked toward me. “The battle went well. Is the queen dead?”

      “No, Sir. She still lives, though she’s been quiet since we killed her tanks.”

      He grunted. “Any reason to believe she doesn’t have more of those things?”

      “I can’t imagine she wouldn't have deployed them all at the same time if she did, Sir. No, I think that’s all the full-grown ones she had.”

      “Was that awesome or what?” Nyna said, rushing into the room. She had grease and soot covering her face and was barely recognizable, except for the big smile on her face. A timid-looking Dionossi engineer in his50s, identifiable by the minimalist armor he wore, stood at her elbow.

      “We shot the shit out of them, you know?” she said. “That was awesome! Oh, Jacob,” she said, literally purring, “just do me right here!”

      “Whoa!” I said, gently removing her hands from the clasps at her shoulder. “Later. Right now, I need you to find out what’s wrong with Skrew’s mech. He wasn’t in it at the end of the battle.”

      “Oh, I know what’s wrong with it,” she said, looking disappointed. “It’s shot to shit. It’s got so many broken parts, I don’t think there’s enough working parts left to save it.”

      “Well,” the engineer said, holding a finger in the air, “I might have a solution. You see, I’ve been working on my own mech, sort of. I had this idea a long time ago, so I’ve been putting it together in my home. It’s all legitimate; the government knows. I repair parts they’re disposing of. I think I have enough stuff to get the vrak’s mech working again, though it’ll be… different.”

      “Well,” I said, turning to Nyna, who looked at me with raised eyebrows. “That sounds great! Nyna, go see what he has. Bring Skrew with you so that you can make sure everything fits. I think he’ll be thrilled to get his toy working again.”

      She stepped close enough for me to feel her warm breath on my cheeks. Her face was impossibly cute from up close.

      “Sounds good,” she said, “but not as good as other things.” She winked at me before turning and walking away. I couldn't help but watch her go. Her armor fit well, and she made it look good. Of course, she’d make anything look good.

      Beatrix arrived a minute later. She looked exhausted.

      “Take a break,” I told her. “Go back to our room, rest a bit, and see if there’s anything to eat. You did great out there.”

      “Thank you,” she said with a small smile.

      “If I get a chance, I’ll join you. But first, I need to speak with General Cassius to figure out what our next step is.”

      We looked to the general, who was busy trying to listen to three captains at once.

      “Good luck,” Beatrix said before kissing me. She gently caressed my chin with one of her tentacles and left the room.

      I waited a minute for the captains to leave before approaching the general. “What’s next?” I asked.

      “I was about to ask you the same thing,” he whispered. “I’ve lost about half my troops. We can’t take another attack like the last one. You’re sure if we kill the queen, this will all be over?”

      I nodded. “The queen is controlling the battle, possibly down to each individual Cimex soldier. She can see through their eyes. She knows what they know. Sometimes, she has special controller Cimex whom she sends specific tasks to, but she can always take control of them again at any time.”

      “So, if we kill her?”

      “The entire colony will go stupid,” I said. “There will be no one left to tell them what to do. They won’t feed. They won’t drink. They’ll starve to death where they are.”

      “Should we expect another wave?”

      “I can’t say when, but there’s no way the bitch is going to give up.”

      “We killed, what, 5,000 of her soldiers? What could she have left?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. But the image I received from her suggested several thousand troops. She may have already thrown her best at us though. She was licking her wounds, but I got the feeling she felt safe down in her hole.

      “We can’t draw her to the surface though. There’s no way she’d fall for it. We might be able to get her if we go down after her, but we might not be able to get back out afterward.”

      Are you coming for me?

      “She’s talking to me,” I whispered, holding one hand up to try to make sure the general didn’t distract me.

      Come for me, warrior. Show me what you can do. I killed many of your soldiers. I killed many of your protected. I started fires. Your people fear me, as well they should. Come for me, brave one. Show me what you can do.

      “She wants me to come to her, but I don’t think that’s all of it. By taunting me and trying to lure me to her, I think she’s trying to do the opposite. She’s afraid I might win if I do come, even if I come alone. But she feels far away—too far to make chasing her worth it.”

      The general smiled like a cat who just caught a mouse. “That will be her undoing, then,” he said. “She’s arrogant. We might be able to draw her to the surface after all.”

      “Maybe,” I said, though I didn’t believe it.

      Cassius stared at the floor and scratched his chin for a minute. When a soldier passed close by us, Cassius held out a hand to stop him.

      “Bring me the firebombs,” the general whispered.

      The man’s eyes opened wide, and he glanced at me.

      “Do it now,” the general said. “It’s okay.”

      The soldier glanced once more at me before rushing from the room and out of the palace.

      “What was that all about?” I asked.

      “Due to some sloppy accounting, some of the things Titus Rufus wanted to be destroyed may have slipped through the cracks.”

      “Oh, “ I said, my mood brightening. “I take it what slipped through the cracks is something… fun?”

      The general smiled his wicked grin again. “Indeed,” he said. “I may have had a part in the accounting. I’m a military man. I thought saving a few might come in handy someday. I guess I was right.”

      The soldier returned a few seconds later. His arms were covered in dust, and his face dripped with sweat. In his arms was a burlap sack. What was inside was distinctly crate-shaped.

      Several soldiers stopped what they were doing, curious about what had just been brought to their general. Cassius stared them away before reaching into the bag and using his foot to drag an unused chair closer. He dropped a rough-hewn box with brass hinges on its seat.

      “We should’ve destroyed these about two years ago,” Cassius confessed. “But here they are. The Senate will eventually hear about this, but I don’t give a damn anymore. This is war. It’s time to put them to use. Maybe we can prove I was right about how useful they are.”

      He opened the lid, and I saw something I would never have expected to see so far away from my own solar system. They looked different than the ones I’d used, but they were unmistakable: grenades.

      I tried to keep the excitement out of my voice when I spoke. “Tell me about them,” I said.

      “These are firebombs,’” he explained. “They have a 4-second fuse. When they detonate, they create a 10-second burn at 3,000 degrees in about a 5-yard radius. Everything inside turns to ash. It’s meant for destroying equipment, but they work well on troops as well. That’s what the titus was protesting.

      “But to win my battles, there’s a lot I’m prepared to do.. There’s also many things I won’t do. But burning to the core those who want to kill me, my leaders, or my citizens? I’ve got no problem with that.”

      “Neither have I.”

      I picked up a grenade, tossed it in the air, and caught it in the same hand. The general’s stern eyebrows shot up, and we stared into each other’s eyes blankly for a couple of seconds before we both burst out laughing. 

      Despite his confident words, the general looked concerned about going against the titus’ ordinances. I put a brotherly hand on his shoulder.

      “We are military men,” I said. “I get it, and not only that, but I would make exactly the same decision in your shoes. We’re about to save your entire planet. If the Cimex take the city, the rest of the planet will fall. These ends justify the means. Now, let’s quit talking about it and go blow the shit out of some bugs.”

      Cassius took the grenade I was holding from my hands and demonstrated how to arm it. “There’s no way to turn back once the device is armed,” he explained. “And jumping on it to try to save others won’t make a difference. It can burn a chunk out of a mountainside, turn it into slag, and drop the rest of the mountain right on top of the hole. When you arm one of these, you have to be committed.”

      “We can use these to press the attack,” I said. “It’s time to take the fight to our enemy.”

      “I was thinking the same thing. What’s your plan?”

      “We’ll advance smartly. We’ll bring enough soldiers to start taking tunnels one at a time. They can set up forcefields and keep everything on the other side at bay. We’ll occupy as many tunnels as we can and inch our way forward. The queen will get desperate and throw everything she has at us, but as long as we continue to advance, we’ll have room to retreat if necessary. Then, we advance again.

      “Back on Mars, we have an ancient game called ‘Go.’ The objective of the game is to control land. We have another ancient game, called ‘Chess,’ and it’s still as popular as it was countless centuries ago. It seems to me that the queen is playing chess rather than go. That game’s objective is to win through attrition. By capturing your opponent’s pieces, you effectively weaken their army. However, if we quit agreeing to play her game, she will lose. We didn’t sign a contract to fight the war this or that way. We will win by taking her colony, one passage at a time. She’ll have nowhere to hide and nowhere to run.”

      “Are you aware of the lights your armor possesses?”

      “Lights?” I asked, inspecting the gold plates of metal.

      “Here,” Cassius said, pointing at the center of the armor. “They’re activated by a small power source. We almost never use them, so yours should be fully charged. They’re efficient and bright. The lights are a special type of paint. Our scientists were working on a type of active camouflage when the Cimex arrived. The technology was quickly repurposed into lights. Even though Titus Rufus assured us he had them contained and under control, our researchers continued their project until completion.

      “This is excellent. It might make the difference between life and death for countless men. Please gather as many soldiers as you believe we can spare. We’ll need a few of them to carry extra force staves. We may need to set some up in empty passageways to keep the enemy from sneaking in behind us. It’ll also be good for corralling them.”

      “That I can do,” the general said. “We have about a hundred staves in reserve. I’ll get the men gathered for you, Jacob. The Dionossi will survive, and I will join you myself. I am committed to my people, and there is no greater honor than to serve them.

      “Oh, before I forget. When all this is over, I’d like you to teach me this game, ‘Go.’ It might teach my commanders some valuable lessons.”
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      I brought my team together to explain the plan of attack. Beatrix and Reaver would each take a third of whatever troops the general was able to gather. Skrew was working with the Dionossi engineer. and it looked like his mech was coming along nicely.

      It still had four arms, but the armor had been upgraded from the junkyard scraps it had once been constructed of to a shiny silver. Nyna had insisted on using one of our fex as the power supply. Once the engineer saw it in action, he agreed it was a wonderful and frightening idea. I didn’t have time to ask about whatever new features the vrak’s machine would receive, but based on Skrew’s expression, it was impressive.

      He wouldn't be ready in time to join us, though, so he’d stay on the surface—either to guard against a counterattack, which I didn’t think would come, or as reserve if the battle underground didn’t go as planned.

      Reaver, Beatrix, and I each took up a force staff. We had our favorite weapons with us, but the Dionossi polearms integrated seamlessly with their forcefields and would be useful to everyone.

      Under the direction of Prefect Balbus and the general, the men divided themselves into three groups. I’d head one, along with General Cassius; Beatrix would take the second; and Reaver, the third. We’d plugged three holes near the Great Gate, and it was that location we had determined was the most critical to keep. It’s where we expected the fight to start and end.

      “The soldiers are ready for your instructions,” General Cassius said. “I’m still their commander, “but I’ve made it clear that you are running this mission.”

      “I appreciate that, Sir,” I said, and shook his hand before standing in front of the men. I did a quick count and found 75 of them in total. A mere 25 per team. It was going to be tough.

      “Our enemy is the queen,” I said to the men. “She can barely move and is likely being carried by workers. But she has a single powerful weapon: she can use her mind to manipulate your thoughts and emotions. Don’t let her do it. Reject any negative feelings you have and replace them with the love of your people and of your city. Remember the vow you made to protect them and let that be your guide in dark places.

      “If you are the lucky one, and you stumble upon the queen, do not hesitate to destroy her. Have no mercy. Don’t listen to her threats. She’s a big bag of guts, and until you see them spreading across the floor, it isn’t over. Is that understood?”

      “Yes, Sir,” the men said in unison. It felt good to be in command of an army again.

      “I’ll be taking 1st platoon,” I said. “This is Beatrix. She will command 2nd platoon, and this is Reaver, who will command 3rd.

      “We’re going to head down into the holes near the Great Gate. As we progress, we will be setting up forcefields to block the access of their reinforcements. Our objective is to control the entire hive, leaving the queen nowhere to hide. Follow the commands of your captain and fight like the world depends on it… because it does.

      “Captains, take your share of the grenades, take command of your platoons, and carry out the plan!”

      “Yes, Sir,” Beatrix and Reaver said in unison. Reaver gave me an approving wink as she left to speak to her platoon.

      Ten minutes later, we were gathered around the three covered holes.

      I uncovered Reaver’s entrance first, and as I’d expected, bugs instantly began pouring out. She waded in among them as her soldiers opened fire, blasting the ones who’d run the opposite direction and were trying to escape. She kicked and spun her kusari-fundo in both hands like a walking blender. A moment later, she disappeared into the hole, followed closely by her soldiers.

      I ran to the second entrance, and after receiving a nod from Beatrix, pulled the heavy barricade free. She jumped in without hesitation. Based on the number of bodies that soon came flying from the hole, she was making short work of the surprised Xeno guards. Her troops jockeyed for position as they searched for a way to get in. Several seconds later, the first two jumped in, followed closely by the rest.

      I ran to the third entrance and nodded to General Cassius, who raised his rifle to his shoulder and returned the gesture. I pulled hard on the barrier and managed to leave a few dozen large stones behind. They fell into the hole, crushing some of the defenders while the soldiers opened fire on the rest.

      Two seconds later, I was at the edge, and I didn’t see any opponents who looked like they were in a condition to challenge our attack. The only movement was of twitching, disembodied legs. I laughed as I jumped into the hole, with General Cassius on my heels.

      That’s it. Come to me. I welcome you inside my home, for we are many, and we hunger. Your flesh will be a delicious snack for my young.

      I listened to the queen’s words but ignored the feelings of self-doubt and worry she tried to implant in my brain. I was amazed, however, that she was still trying to dissuade me from killing her. I thought she was smart. Turns out the dumb bitch didn’t know when the time had come to surrender. Her struggle would be useless and would cause her fighters to be killed more painfully. My side would win. She would die.

      The entrance to the tunnel smelled of Xeno blood: thick, sweet, and acidic. I tried not to breathe deep as I arranged my troops. I assigned four in front. The first two would create a forcefield that would shield everyone behind them. The second two would use their force staves through the barrier to destroy any opponents we came across. If we had to leave two behind, one would be given an extra force staff so that they could defend their position while the rest of us continued.

      This would help ensure that if we reached any dead ends, we could double back and try one of the side passages guarded by our troops. They would become the tip of the spear, and we’d continue from there. If we ran out of troops, we’d recall the guards. They’d leave their barrier behind, get new staves from our supply, and we’d do it all over again. An efficient, Go-like method of taking over the hive. The queen didn’t stand a chance.

      The two soldiers in the lead activated the lights on their armor, as did those in the rear. Those in the middle kept theirs off for the time being to avoid blinding anyone.

      We moved slowly, each man remaining as quiet as possible. I had no doubt the queen knew we were in her home, so we weren’t trying to sneak. Instead, I wanted to make sure we could hear the movement of our enemies when they arrived. The queen would eventually figure out what we were doing. She’d know we were working to corner her, and I had no illusions she’d make it easy for us.

      As we progressed, the atmosphere of the chitin-lined passages became more and more humid. It began to smell of insect dung, a heavy, slightly sweet smell that reminded me of rotting wood. So, this was where the water had gone.

      “Kill it?” one of the two guards at the front asked.

      I walked forward and activated one of the lights on my armor. On the wall was one of the small, red repair bugs I’d first encountered in the hive orbiting Druma. It was crawling along the wall from bottom to top on the right-hand side. If it was aware of us, it wasn’t concerned. I wasn’t even sure if the thing had a brain or simply ran off the queen’s subconscious.

      “For now, leave the repair bugs alone,” I said. “They’re harmless, and if we kill them now, we could find ourselves in a cave-in by the time we destroy the queen.”

      Though I’d only ever seen the little bugs performing repairs, I suspected that some of the other Xeno could as well. They were all of the same brood, after all. Even though a harbinger’s job was to be the first line of defense—the ground-pounders, as we used to call them in our solar system—even Martian soldiers were sometimes tasked with construction and repairs. Nobody was as efficient as the Martian Storm Marines though. We specialized in everything.

      We continued for several minutes through a passageway that grew gradually narrower and steeper. When it had narrowed to the width of two or three of our soldiers, we encountered our first obstacle—at the same time Reaver and Beatrix did too, I learned through the communication devices Cassius had given us. Martian communicators would have had trouble transmitting through so much stone and dirt. I planned on asking Cassius if he’d allow me to keep some of them. I’d bring them back home with me to learn how to improve our own communications technology.

      Four harbingers and a single knight crashed into our forcefield. The smaller bugs slashed at it while the knight pounded it with its hammer-like appendages. The harbingers died quickly, but the knight took nearly 30 seconds to break. The two Dionossi soldiers who’d been doing the defending appeared winded, so I sent them to the rear and brought two fresh ones forward. Upon seeing the broken bodies of their enemies, they grinned at each other and cockily started playing with their weapons, tossing them lightly in the air and catching them again. They were ready for a fight. We all were.

      “The queen sent only five to fight,” Beatrix announced over the comms. “They are dead. We are continuing our advance.”

      “Same here,” Reaver said. “We’ve got our first side passage. I’m leaving two behind and continuing on. My passage is getting pretty steep though. Big risk of someone sliding down and not being able to get back up, maybe knocking down others on the way. I may have to block it off soon and go back to the other one. Anyone else noticing this?”

      “Mine’s steepening a little,” I said, “but no more than a 5% grade right now. Keep us informed.”

      “Will do,” Reaver said.

      We passed over the broken bodies and continued on. About a minute later, my team discovered our first side passage. It branched to the right and ascended steeply into a long, curving tunnel, far narrower than the one we were currently in. I set two soldiers to guard it. They took an extra force staff and set up a forcefield across the opening.

      “I think that goes to the old streambed,” a soldier behind me whispered. “It was the first stream to go dry. Damn, they must’ve tapped it a long time ago. And they must’ve built tunnels all the way to the headwater. We should’ve checked so much sooner, as we always said we should have been doing, even if only to be safe… Why didn’t the titus just let us?”

      “At ease,” Cassius whispered to the man. “We’ll plug the passage they’re using to drain the water away later. For now, focus on your job.”

      “Yes, Sir,” the soldier said.

      A moment later, a new sound echoed through the passageway. It was a buggy kind of clattering noise, but it sounded like the bug itself or the surface it was running across was softer than the chitin we were slowly advancing over.

      “What is that noise?” General Cassius whispered.

      “No idea,” I admitted. “It could be nothing more than the queen sending a bug to make strange noises, a way to get into our heads. But we need to keep moving. If we stop, we’ll give her the opportunity to set up defenses. She has to keep moving and thinking right now, which is good for us. We can’t give her any more time. No more breaks.”

      “Right,” the general grunted. “Let’s put an end to the bitch.”

      As we continued forward, I noticed how warm the air was becoming. The humidity had intensified, and so had the bug stink. Whether it meant we were nearing more bugs, or where they used to be, I wasn’t sure. All I knew was that the troops were becoming uncomfortable. They started tugging at their armor, trying to get some air between their sweating bodies and their protection.

      The Druma hive’s environment had been very different, cool and dry. It seemed each queen had her own style and strategy to wear down her enemies. Whether or not the queen had purposefully turned up the heat, whatever time advantage we had was being whittled away.

      “General,” I said, “please pick a couple of your most motivated men and assign them to keep everyone moving. I noticed you don’t have sergeants. This would be an ideal time to create some.”

      “Agreed,” Cassius said. He whispered something to a soldier directly behind him, who then saluted and jogged through the trailing soldiers toward the back of our column. A moment later, he returned with two of the Dionossi’s finest. Cassius gave them brief instructions and sent them back among their comrades. 

      If it worked the way I’d hoped, the men would start cracking the whip. They’d drive their fellow soldiers onward and do their best to make them more afraid of pissing off their sergeants than of dying at the hands of the Xeno. Sergeants got things done.

      A minute later, our passage turned sharply to the left. As we turned the corner, the Xeno struck again. This time, though, it was with five knights, who charged the field like they expected to break through it. Instead, they managed to scare the hell out of the two soldiers behind those maintaining the shield. I sprang forward and attacked.

      I held the activation button down on my staff and stabbed toward one of the knights, knocking a leg out from under it and sending it sprawling into the field, then to the ground. Another knight stepped on top of its comrade and began pounding hammer-like fists into the field, which sparked under the blows.

      I struck the second knight hard, but it absorbed the blow like it never happened. So, I struck it a dozen times in the same place on its chest. Its carapace cracked, and the final blow dropped the creature on top of its comrade.

      “They’re busting through!” the soldier on the right grunted. “The forcefield can’t hold much longer.”

      I’d never seen the Xeno fight so hard, so focused. I increased my strike rate until the general put a hand on my shoulder.

      “You need to slow down a bit,” he said. “You’re doing their work for them, overloading the field.”

      I took his advice. The sparks arcing across the forcefield diminished, and the knights took a pounding. They attacked, bashing the field as hard and as fast as they could until I took them apart, one at a time. When the last knight collapsed to the ground, I checked in with Reaver and Beatrix. They’d encountered similar attacks.

      “Our field collapsed,” Reaver said. “One of my soldiers was killed. We recovered a few seconds later and established a new one. I guess I must’ve been striking too fast. I think I overloaded it.”

      “Yeah,” I said, “something nobody thought to mention. Nobody realized how fast we are.”

      “I will be more careful too. I might have brought our field close to collapse as well,” Beatrix said.

      “Roger that,” I said. “Let’s keep moving.”

      We’d won another skirmish. The victory hadn’t been complete though. The queen had learned she was able to destroy the fields. She’d even managed a small victory when she’d killed the single defender. It would motivate her to try again.
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      A brief, powerful gust of cool wind wafted through the tunnel in front of us. While it was refreshing, it was also very sudden, and it caused everyone to stop.

      “Strange,” the general said. “Could the queen be escaping to the surface?”

      “No, I don’t think so,” I said. “She’d be at far too much risk if she went up there. Plus, we’re not that far from the city yet. We haven't been underground long, so it's still daylight on the surface. The guards or the city’s sensors would pick her up, and she’d be killed soon afterward.”

      The general laughed softly. “Yes, she would. My men are eager to kill her. They’re probably making wagers on which team would get her first. Some of them undoubtedly expect us to drive her to the surface, so there'll be wagers on one of them killing her, rather than us.”

      I chuckled. “My Marines play those kinds of games too. Whatever keeps them motivated to push through fear and pain to victory.”

      You are too late. I have been freed from my home. I am fleeing to another one that my workers have prepared for me, and you cannot stop me. You are weak, slow, pathetic. Your kind will serve the Xeno as slaves. We will breed you for food. You will be fodder for our armies. You are nothing more than supplies.

      I tried to find the queen as she spoke. She was closer than she’d been the last time I heard her. She was underneath and behind us.

      “Did the queen just speak to you?” Reaver asked over the comm. “I think I heard the queen’s voice in my head. I’m not losing it, am I?”

      “No, you’re not,” I said. “Beatrix and I have been hearing her for a while now. Don’t listen to her words. She’s desperate. She’ll stoop to any lows and poke at any of our personal weaknesses she can discover to get us to surrender while we have the upper hand.”

      “Indeed,” Beatrix confirmed. “She told me she was too far away for us to attack. She said it was illogical and foolish to bury ourselves underground. She said we would die. I do not believe her. She is trapped in here with us. She feels horror and anticipates her own death. She is consumed with dread. And, more than anything, she hates us.”

      I couldn’t have been happier. Where I was able to get a general sense of the queen’s feelings, Beatrix had been able to tap directly into the Xeno’s mind. And the signs kept pointing in the same direction: she knew she was going to die.

      “I don’t know if we can do this,” a soldier behind me whispered.

      The general and I exchanged a concerned glance.

      “We’ve got to,” another whispered.

      “No, I don’t think we have to,” the first said. “I’ve been thinking, maybe we should just let the queen do her thing here. She can have this place. We’ll rebuild the capital somewhere else. I bet if we surrender, she’ll let us leave. We can go home, pack up our stuff, and just leave. It’s not important where the capital is, right?”

      “Yeah, I think you’re right,” the second soldier said. “She doesn’t even want the gold. We’ve got plenty there. We can take it and use it to rebuild. Might actually be good, find a new, less crowded place.”

      “What’s this shit?” a third guard said furiously.

      “We were just thinking—”

      “You don’t get to think,” the third guard interrupted. He must have been one of the sergeants Cassius had sent to keep the troops moving. “You have only two jobs! You are to follow orders and kill the enemy!”

      “But—”

      “But if you speak like that again,” the third soldier interrupted, “I’ll stick this staff up your ass and break it off. Am I clear?”

      “Yes, Sir,” the first two soldiers said in unison.

      “You’re letting the queen into your heads,” I said, turning around to face the two guards behind me. “She’s been speaking to me for a while now. She wants to sow discontent among our army. If she succeeds, she knows you won’t fight as hard. Or, she may cause us to fight each other. Either way, she’ll win, everyone you know will die, your home will be razed to the ground, and those you have sworn to protect will be mashed to Cimex chow. Don’t let her win.”

      “Yes, Sir,” the soldiers said in unison.

      “Sergeant,” I said to the third soldier, “good job. Now go check on the other troops. Make sure they know what the queen is trying to do. Fix any problems you find.”

      I turned to the general. “Well,” I said, “you didn’t have sergeants before, but I think you do now. That’s what I call a leader.”

      “Indeed,” he said with a small laugh. “And as I am currently the head of the army, I declare the promotion permanent. Splitting up the responsibility will take some of the pressure off my captains. They can yell at the sergeants, and the sergeants can yell at everyone else. Seems efficient.”

      “It is.”

      “Get back here!” I heard the newly appointed sergeant roar.

      “Sirs,” he said over the comms, “I have three soldiers retreating without authorization. Permission to execute?”

      “Confirmed,” Cassius said. Two rifle blasts echoed through the passageway a second later.

      “Good call,” I said. “Displaying cowardice in front of the enemy is punishable by summary execution in the Martian Marines too. I would have done exactly the same thing.”

      We walked in silence for nearly a minute before something changed. At first, I wasn’t sure what it was. The air was still hot and humid, though it stank less of bugs and more of rot and general filth. The troops were quiet and obedient.

      The two guards in front checked over their shoulders from time to time, but it didn’t look like it was out of fear. We were just being so quiet, they were checking to make sure they weren’t alone.

      Then it struck me: the queen was no longer worried. She was working hard at hiding her feelings from us, at segregating herself from our mental probing. The queen was up to no good. And we felt the sudden absence.

      “Beatrix?” I said over the comm.

      “I sense something has changed,” she replied. “The queen is feeling anticipation and hunger. She is not afraid.”

      “Get ready,” I whispered to my platoon.

      Two seconds later, a trap was sprung.

      Several harbingers materialized out of the darkness. The two soldiers between me and the forcefield took them down quickly, but a knight, unseen in the darkness, smashed its fallen comrades’ bodies as it stomped forward to challenge us. This one, however, acted differently than the rest had.

      Instead of beating against the shield, it tucked its small head under its body and began probing at the edges of the forcefield. More harbingers poured into the hallway, and the two guards who were attacking had to split their time and attention among them. Meanwhile, the knight continued to probe. It worked its way along the right edge of the field, which forced the soldier on that side to withdraw his staff slightly.

      The forcefield continued to protect the edge of the tunnel, but the guard had to twist his staff to the right to make it happen. It was difficult work.

      “Get that damn thing!” the guard on the right side said. “I can’t hold this forever!”

      The two guards in the middle started beating the creature. It ignored them, working hard to shove its bladed arms into any gap it found in the edge of the field. Meanwhile, more harbingers poured into the hallway and piled on top of each other as they beat against our defense.

      A yelp from further down the corridor surprised me. I activated my Void-vision and found the source. A guard fell to his knees, then to his face. Behind him stood three harbingers. They’d broken through the tunnel floor and attacked from behind.

      Four nearby soldiers had seen the attack and were unloading fire into them, but one more went down before all the harbingers were killed. The queen’s feelings of anticipation turned to joy. She’d found the weakness in our defenses.

      “There’s another tunnel underneath us!” I warned my platoon. “Get ready! Here they come!”

      As if on cue, two more holes opened in the floor nearby. The soldiers responded by pouring energy from their rifles into the fresh breaches. Since they had their areas covered, I decided to do something unexpected. I loved surprising Xeno queens.

      “Make sure no Cimex make it past me,” I said to the general. “I’m going to clear the next tunnel.”

      He opened his mouth, but before he got any words out, I was on the move.

      I drew Ebon and my pistol, dropped my force staff, stomped my foot hard against the floor, and fell through to the next tunnel. Two surprised harbingers fell to a single stab of my blade. Three others on the other side saw their own guts a moment before they died of an energy overdose to their thoraxes.

      I alternated my fire left and right until I ran out of targets. The queen's resources, it seemed, were limited.

      The last hive I’d been in had passages heading in nearly every direction. I had no reason to believe the one I found myself in would be any different. 

      I made my way down the tunnel to my left, using my Void-vision to keep an eye on my surroundings but had to stop about 10 yards in when the tunnel turned straight down. It was too dark and too deep to see the bottom. It might have gone on for hundreds of feet or even miles. Either way, it was nothing more than a really good way to get stuck. I turned around to rejoin my companions in the other tunnel.

      Flee, pathetic human.

      I had no intention of fleeing, but neither did I intend to fight a never-ending battle. I needed a plan to get to the queen. Her hive was deeper than I thought it would be. I realized I hadn’t passed any hatcheries or other rooms, but I hadn’t expected such planning from the creature.

      “Give me two more fields on either side of that hole!” I ordered, indicating the hole in the floor.

      Soldiers arranged themselves and applied forcefields across the passageway as they’d been ordered. The rest watched the walls, floor, and ceiling, searching for evidence of their enemy. It came a moment later as a soft sound overhead.

      With Ebon leading the way, I charged back through the tunnel, leapt through the forcefields, and jabbed my sword into the roof of the tunnel. It twitched twice, indicating I’d hit my mark.

      “Get ready!” I said before pulling my sword loose.

      A moment later, the hallway filled with hissing, writhing Xeno. Two carried rifles but dropped them when I removed their hands with two quick slices of my dark blade.

      The two closest soldiers to me dropped their rifles and switched to their staves. I appreciated their clear-headed thinking. Had they fired their rifles, they might have shot through their opponent and struck me. I didn’t know their names but took note of their faces. If they survived the battle, they could look forward to being allowed entry into my new training school. Their current training, quick thinking, and instinct proved them to be capable. All they would need was some polishing.

      Both men ducked to avoid a pair of flying Xeno who swooped through the opening. Another man standing directly behind them hadn’t been paying attention though. Luckily, the creature wasn’t moving fast enough to break itself against his helmet, so the soldier threw it off and stomped its guts out of its ass.

      The other raptor was vaporized by a direct hit from a rifle. I glanced to see who had made the amazing shot and wasn’t surprised to see General Cassius lowering his rifle. He offered me a nod, and I went back to work.

      “I’m advancing!” I said. “Cover the hallway!”

      Four guards set up forcefields on either side of the ceiling breach. I jumped into the hole the falling Xeno had created and was greeted with absolute silence.

      There was nothing. Not a single creature. Not a sound. The passageway was as silent as if it had been abandoned a decade ago. It was a trick, and I pitied the queen for trying it. I’d done the same thing myself and taught others how to do it. It was a Sun Tzu teaching to appear weak where you were strong.

      I used my Void-vision to peer into the darkness. To my right, the passage continued for a quarter of a mile and made a sharp turn to the right. To my left, the passage made a lazy right turn before slowly arcing upward more than a hundred yards away. It was so obvious, I almost felt bad for the queen.

      I pulled a grenade off my waistband, armed it, and tossed it hard down the passage to my right. I aimed it so that it would hit the outside wall just before it started to turn. As I’d planned, it skittered along the wall and hit something not far beyond.

      I heard a faint shuffling of pointy feet a second before the device detonated. There were two blasts. The first was accompanied by a wave of heat, a flash of bright light, and a blast of air taht made my ears pop. The second sounded like a long rod of bamboo striking a barrel. It was accompanied by a gust of air from the other direction that nearly knocked me off my feet. A second after that, my hearing returned, and I noticed a Xeno knight’s head spinning on the floor at my feet.

      I approached the corner carefully. The area looked as if there had been a fire there, but there was no smoke—only the light, aromatic scent of burned bug. I kept my mouth closed so that I wouldn’t have to taste it.

      The remains of no less than 10 knights filled the room beyond the passage. One was still alive, though all its legs had been ripped away by either the first or second blast.

      The room itself appeared to be a hatchery, though it didn’t look like it had been used recently. There were no spider webs across the broken membranes set like honeycomb across the walls. The ceiling might have been plain chitin, like the floor, but the grenade I’d tossed in had apparently bounced and reached it. It was now a hemispherical, smooth divot of stone.

      There were spots that looked like they’d liquified, and although the room wasn’t any hotter than the outside, I knew it had been hot enough to melt the rock into slag before it was vaporized.

      The membranes were all broken, but I didn’t think it was due to the explosion. The skeletal husks inside the chambers behind them were dry and cracked. Not all the cells had skeletons or other evidence of dead creatures inside, but of the ones that did, three were definitely human. Their cracked skulls appeared to have been chewed open, and their femurs and humeri had also been broken. They were hollow, and the evidence of the work of small grinding, chewing mouthparts was all too easy to see.

      The queen had threatened to turn me into food for her young. The last hive I’d been in had also had a hatchery, but the tactic had seemed different. That one wasn’t a feeding area so much as a safe place for the young to grow, molt, and develop. Here, it was all about consumption, and it made me wonder if some queens raised their young using different methods, based on what was available.

      “Looks like I’ve reached a dead end here,” I said over the comm. “Beatrix, Reaver, any luck on your ends?”

      “Negative,” Reaver said. “It looks like everything goes straight down after here. Maybe if we had some rope or something… but I can’t tell how far down it goes. Think I should drop a grenade down?”

      “No. It might be satisfying, but the grenade wouldn’t make it far enough to matter. And the rock down here has to be hard enough to resist collapse, so you’d only be wasting the ordnance. We’ll have to return to the surface and regroup.

      “Head back in an orderly fashion. Watch for traps. And remember, this is not a retreat. If you’re challenged, you fight, and anyone who continues to the surface is a deserter. Once you’re outside, come find me. I have an idea.”

      Run, little human. Flee back to the surface. Night is coming, and with it comes doom.

      Keep talking, I thought. You’re telling me more than you know you are.
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      “I do hope the queen sends me more of her brood to kill,” Beatrix said over the comms. “I am not even tired. It is unfortunate she did not arrive to join the fight. I would have twisted her head off with my bare hands.”

      “Unless I found her first,” Reaver said. “I would’ve done Skrew a solid and stuck my rifle up her giant ass and pulled the trigger.”

      We all laughed.

      “Figures, her not showing up,” Reaver said with a sigh. “She’s nothing but a manipulative egg-laying machine. Just a big bag of guts with a head ready to be crunched to bits. What could she do? She might be able to bite me if I kindly offered her my finger to give her a shot at winning, yeah.”

      “Yes,” I said. “I don’t think she can move herself. If she did, she’d have to do so slowly and carefully. The skin on her abdomen is leathery but thin, always translucent. It wouldn’t take much for her to wear a hole in it and bleed out—if she’s not being carried around by her harbingers, of course.”

      “Maybe fortune will smile upon us,” Beatrix said, “and one of them will trip. They have sharp claws. Maybe they will rip her open and do us a favor.”

      “Hope and pray,” Reaver said.

      I placed myself in the middle of the formation as we walked back the way we had come. Two guards at each end kept a forcefield active to protect our movement. Two others carried their dead comrade. I needed to keep my hands free in case we were ambushed; otherwise, I would have done it myself. I owed it to them. They were my troops.

      The only noise we made besides the soft footfalls of the soldiers was the heavy breathing of the two carrying their dead comrade. Without my intervention, the soldiers took turns carrying. They were professionals.

      Reaver’s team had just arrived when we came to the surface, and Beatrix’s team followed shortly after. They too had brought back their dead to honor them with a Dionossi funeral.

      General Cassius and I took the time to go gauge the situation around the city.  Repairs were underway, and it looked like the last of the anti-aircraft guns had been repaired. The soldiers who’d stayed behind looked like zombies though.

      We passed the trading area on our right. Troops lay in the dirt under gray, rectangular tents. Other wounded soldiers sat on cots or tables while people buzzed around them busily. It was a triage center.

      I spotted Enra among the crowd. She was using the Void-tech healing stick on a soldier. Her hair was in a loose ponytail, and she kept having to brush escaped strands away from her face. There was blood on her hand. I doubted it was hers though, given her healing abilities.

      Though we had suffered countless deaths, my team was alive, and the Xeno had been mostly defeated. This was not the time to start mourning; it was time to regroup. The general would put his troops where he needed them. I would fill in any gaps I saw until I found a way to get to the queen. She felt safe and secure in her deep, dark hole. 

      It was my intention to change that.

      There were fewer soldiers manning the wall defenses, so some must have been allowed to take a break. Those who were left simply stared into the distance with glassy eyes, blocking out the reddish light of the sunset with a flat hand.

      I’d seen it before, the gloomy apathy. It was the shock of battle. Some handled danger and the requirement to kill better than others. The ones who didn’t handle it well would need time to recuperate. And of course, there were those who never would. I felt for them, but we needed every single soldier ready for battle, even if their heart wasn’t in it.

      The Xeno didn’t suffer the same effects. Their soldiers didn’t need to think. Their queens, and in some cases, controllers, did all their thinking for them. They felt no regret and no fear, and they had no problem dying when they were ordered to. Unless I could kill the queen, the threat would always hang over these people’s heads. We’d won the skirmishes, but the battle was far from over.

      General Cassius and I walked in silence toward the palace for several minutes. Occasionally, he would stop to encourage a weary soldier or yell at another who was being lazy. But most of the time, he was silent.

      “I’m disappointed I didn’t get the opportunity to witness the queen’s death,” he said as we slowly walked up the stone steps in front of the palace. “It was my hope we’d find her and put her down. I never thought she would construct vertical shafts. And just so you know, Jacob, I don’t blame you. This opponent we’ve found ourselves facing is a crafty one.” Cassius stopped and turned to me. “Do you think she’ll strike again after receiving such a beating?”

      I didn’t have to reach my mind out to her. I already knew the answer.

      “Without a doubt, General,” I said. “We’ve defeated her forces, but we haven’t defeated her. I don’t doubt that she still has a number of troops in reserve. If nothing else, they’ll be there to defend her if we do happen to find a way down to her.”

      “How long do you think we have?” he asked as he turned and continued up the steps.

      “It’s hard to say, Sir. My people have been studying them for more than a decade, and I’ve learned more since I arrived on Druma than I did in all my military training and top-secret briefs combined.

      “For instance, we thought the queens were mobile and capable of teleportation. I’m not sure where that idea came from, to be honest. I think our science teams used a lot of imagination when they delivered their reports to the Martian High Command. It was either to keep their research grants coming, or their way of making us feel like we had the advantage. We never did actually have the upper hand, but we might get it if I can get the information and tech I’ve collected back to them someday.

      “As to your question, it could be years before she shows herself again. Or, it could be weeks. We could all be wrong about her attack as well. What we’ve seen could be the first strike meant to soften us up for the next. We just don’t know.”

      As we entered the war room, Cassius waved off a handful of people who attempted to give him reports.

      “I’m of a mind to put everything I’ve got into defenses,” he said. “Let the queen have her little queendom underground. Once we’re fully secured and ready, we can descend again and find a way to destroy her. What do you say?”

      I found myself in a predicament. I wanted to tell the general exactly what I thought of his plan, but we were in a room filled with his subordinates. Most were busy swapping out tired weapons for fully charged ones. Others were collecting data for the hologram table. It wasn’t my intention to undermine his authority.

      I decided to respect his direct question with a direct answer, while remaining as respectful of his opinion as I could.

      “It’s a bad plan, Sir,” I said.

      He removed his helmet and set it on a nearby chair. “Please tell me why.” His eyebrows were up, but the rest of his face showed no signs of disapproval or anger.

      “Because as long as the queen lives, she will be a threat to your population. They will live in fear from this day onward unless we kill her. Because as your citizens go about their day, she will be planning and plotting. For every baby born on your planet, she will produce two. While your people bake bread, she will be expanding her hive. As some irrigate their crops, she’ll be siphoning off water to feed her brood.

      “The longer she lives, the more of a threat she becomes, but that’s not the worst of it. The worst part is the fact that your people will develop normalcy bias. They’ll start to think that if nothing has happened to them in a year, two years, 10, then nothing at all will happen. The queen will detect this, and no amount of preparations will suffice to stop her.”

      I reached out with my mind as gently as possible. The queen was closer than before, and she seemed content, even peaceful.

      “For now,” I continued, “the queen seems to be at peace. Whether she believes things have gone to plan or she’s settling in for a long wait, I don’t know. What I do know is she isn’t expecting anything new from us.”

      “Then now would be the time to strike,” Cassius said. “You’re right. The time has come. The city is ours, or the city is hers. I’ll be meeting with my captains to discuss options. I’d appreciate it if you were present, but I understand that you probably need your rest.”

      “Thank you, Sir. I have one more thing you could take to your meeting.”

      “Yes?”

      “The queen seems young. She acted like she owned everything and everyone around her, including us. It was easy to draw immature reactions from her; she was easy to infuriate. I’m working on a plan to use this against her, but I’ll share it with you when I’ve thought it through.”

      He nodded. “I’ll pass that on to my captains. With a little synergy, I’m sure we’ll come up with a way to get the queen and end this war. ”

      “I’m positive we will, Sir. Will you excuse me while I check on my team?””

      He nodded and waved me away. I felt as though I could speak less formally to him. He did give me the fist-bump handshake after all, but I was a professional. In public, he would always be “Sir” or “General.”

      “Nyna,” I said over the comm, “where are you now?”

      “I’m with Skrew,” she said, with Skrew talking a mile a minute in the background. “The engineer is doing some really cool stuff with his mech. It’s pretty. What’s up?”

      “I just passed Enra working in one of the triage tents in the trading area. Any chance you can peel yourself away and relieve her? She looks dead on her feet.”

      “You bet,” Nyna said. “The engineer doesn’t need me here anyway. He’s smart. I’ve learned a ton just by watching him. I’m on my way.”

      “When you get there, tell Enra to head back to our room to get some rest. She might argue, but don’t take no for an answer. And ask her to check on Yaltu on her way up. I don’t want her to take Yaltu’s place though. They can both get some rest if Yaltu needs it.”

      “You got it,” she said.

      “Beatrix and Reaver, do you copy?” I transmitted.

      “I hear you,” Beatrix said.

      “Hot copy,” Reaver said.

      “Please meet me back in our room at your first opportunity. We need to talk about what to do next.”

      I turned to head up to the room but stopped when I noticed something in the distance. Several soldiers were pulling on ropes attached to a building. I ran over to see what they were up to.

      “Heave!” a man wearing a blue sash ordered; six soldiers pulled on a rope attached to the top of a crumbling wall. “Heave like you mean it!”

      “Could you use some help?” I asked.

      The men all grumbled their appreciation and dropped the rope.

      “Thank you,” the man with the blue sash said. I recognized him as one of the newly promoted sergeants.

      “What’s with the blue sash?” I asked.

      “It’s my new symbol of rank,” he said, puffing out his chest a little.

      “Congratulations,” I told him.

      I turned to the building and gave it a quick visual inspection. It had damaged by Xeno acid blood.. But it didn’t look like it was threatening to topple over, so pulling it down seemed like a waste of time.

      “Why are you doing this now?” I asked.

      “Orders from Prefect Balbus,” the sergeant said. “We’re to knock down every building that won’t provide protection. Then, we’re to dump all the blocks into nearby holes.”

      “All right, but let’s speed this up. Here, everyone please stand back.”

      “Thank you, Sir,” the sergeant said.

      He moved his men back, and when the coast was clear, I gave the wall a little shove. It fell with a resounding crash that shook the ground under our feet. A cloud of dust blocked everyone’s vision for several seconds before it began to clear.

      “Wow,” two of the soldiers said in unison.

      I took my time walking back to the palace. While the prefect’s plan seemed sound, it felt wrong to me. There was something missing from the logic. It seemed hasty. But before I would speak to the other top-level decision makers, I had to get a better sense of what was happening on the ground.

      I walked through the middle of the triage area and found Nyna busy healing a soldier with severe acid burns. I was surprised he wasn’t dead, but the Void-tech stick was healing him quickly. I was still fascinated with the device and watched as it it helped a soldier regrow an eye. There was some commotion coming from another tent, so I went to look.

      Inside, I found a man being held down on a table by four other soldiers.

      “Keep him still,” a man wearing thin rubber gloves said. “I’ve got to block the pain or he’ll die of shock.”

      The man screamed again before the glove-wearing doctor leaned in, blocking the man from view. I heard a soft snap followed by a happy-sounding electronic tone.

      The soldiers relaxed, and I approached. The man on the table had a foot-long spike of jagged metal sticking through him. The doctor had applied some kind of device to the man’s neck, which I assumed was there to block the pain from reaching his brain.

      The doctor had the others turn the injured soldier over so that he could see the other side of the man’s body. He then reached under the table, opened a metal box, and extracted two tools. The first looked like a screwdriver with a missing bit. The second resembled a microphone.

      He’s a surgeon, I decided. I’m not sure how Nyna’s healing stick would handle a penetration like that. He’s probably the only one who can extract the metal without the man dying. Nyna can heal the leftover wound afterward.

      Our men were doing fine without their leaders. They were motivated to help each other recover and to prepare for the fight.

      I resumed my walk toward the palace, questions still bouncing around in my mind. It was time to talk to Cassius.
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      “They’re feeding on our citizens?” Cassius asked after I told him about what I’d seen down there, his face aghast.

      “That’s what it looks like,” I said. “Has anyone gone missing over the last few years?”

      Cassius sighed. “It’s hard to say.  Our citizens are provided with well-paying jobs, security, education, and all the luxuries in existence. Yet, the youth still think the trees are greener elsewhere. Well, they are, with the drought, but you know what I mean. Trying to determine which ones left to seek their fortune elsewhere, and which ones may have been abducted…”

      We sat in silence for a moment.

      “We have had convoys attacked, though,” Cassius continued. “There were some recent ones as well—no more than a week ago. The equipment is usually left behind, but they always take the food, and the men disappear without a trace. We had no idea who was behind the attacks.”

      “Okay. We don’t have to assume the worst has already happened though. It seems it takes a while. She doesn’t just throw them straight into her children’s maws. Your people could still be alive down there, or be injured but not yet slaughtered. I’m hoping the same for my crew. Those we’ll have to bring back to the surface, but it looks like your medical personnel are already strained to their limits.”

      Cassius nodded. “I had three surgeons. Two died during the first attack when they left their post to go help injured soldiers… the brave fools.What about that stick I saw one of your women using?”

      “It’s Void-tech,” I explained, watching his reaction carefully. “It comes from the same… realm… the Void gods inhabit.”

      Cassius’ eyebrows shot up. “You’re avatars?”

      “I wouldn’t say that.”

      “I would. It would explain why the three of you can do… what you do.”

      “The Lakunae did something to us. Made us stronger and faster. They told me if I gather their artifacts, they’ll bring peace to the galaxy, even to the universe. But, well… in my experience, those who promise absolute peace always have ulterior motives. As well as ending up becoming tyrants who murder millions and enslave whole populations. So, for now, we’re glad we have the powers to combat the Cimex infestation. When all this is over, we’ll discover how things stand with the Void gods.

      “That’s a good idea. How can we use this Void-tech healing stick?”

      “I’m afraid it’s not appropriate for all kinds of wounds. I watched your surgeon take care of a man who had been impaled on a jagged piece of metal. We’ve never treated that kind of wound with the healing stick. And, it can’t bring people back to life. There are limitations to everything, so your surgeon may still be overloaded.”

      “Indeed,” the general said, “but—”

      He was interrupted by a soldier who marched toward us, stopped a few feet away, and snapped his heels together. Cassius held up one finger toward me.

      “What is it?” the general asked.

      “Supply reports, Sir,” the soldier said. He was young. This was probably the first time he personally addressed the commander of the army. He looked afraid.

      “I’m sorry,” Cassius said to me, “but I need to hear this report.”

      I nodded understandingly.

      The soldier lifted a small datapad he had concealed in his hand and began to read out updates on batteries, spare weapons, and rations. While they discussed the report in detail, I allowed my mind to wander.

      Though I’d mentioned my crew to the general, I knew it was just as likely my crew were on a different planet. But the only way for me to find out was by descending into the fray, as I was doing here. That way, I simultaneously got to continue my mission of wiping out universe-wide Xeno pest. But if there were no survivors from the Revenge on this planet, I needed to move on to the next. The longer I waited, the less likely it would be that I’d recover anyone at all.

      My attention returned to the general's conversation when the soldier said something intriguing.

      “The captain wants to spread out the supplies, Sir,” the young soldier said. “He’s worried that if they remain in the palace, and the war room should fall, the supplies will be lost forever. He has asked that they be split up among key points throughout the city.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Cassius said. “Gather a working party and make it so. Leave five staves and rifles for the palace, but take the rest. Stash the majority of them at the north end of the city, furthest from the Great Gate. The queen will realize the tunnels won’t work again, so she’ll try to breach our main entrance again.. She won’t waste her resources elsewhere.

      “Inform the captain that he may have to send runners to retrieve supplies if he finds himself far from the north end of the city. It’s the only way to ensure they’re not destroyed.”

      The soldier saluted—two thumps on his chest—pivoted, and hurried from the war room.

      Something about the placement of the supplies bothered me. It was as if a small, sharp-clawed creature was scratching at my consciousness. It whined and wailed in the darkness, slowly exposing a thought I hadn’t known was there.

      The bugs had attacked the Great Gate because it would allow them to enter the city en masse. Doing so might allow them to overrun our troops. We could only shoot so fast, and none of the Void-touched could be everywhere at once.

      The Xeno needed supplies, just like their non-bug counterparts did. They had to eat. They had to collect more oothecae for use as grenades and in their rifles. Their rifles were organic and took time to grow. They also needed to be transported from wherever they were growing to a place the troops could get to them if they needed to. They were as restrained as we were.

      The queen was smart, and so was General Cassius. Each mind would be working against the other, trying to outsmart and outmaneuver each other’s armies. However, I was an outsider, and I had already defeated a Xeno queen. I knew her weaknesses, and she held no power over my mind.

      It made sense that the captain was worried about the palace being attacked. It would make a great target. We were trying to take out the leader of the bugs, and she was trying to take out the leader of the resistance. The similarities were obvious.

      Adrenaline coursed through my veins. Cassius seemed to notice.

      “You have a plan,” he said with a smile.

      “There are only a few bug-holes at the north end of the city,” I said. “Like us, the Xeno queen has marked the Great Gate and the palace as important targets. The first would allow her to march a huge amount of troops in very fast, enough to overrun our forces. The second would potentially destroy the leadership, leaving the entire Dionossi army to flounder as they struggle to regain control. Either way, she only has two paths she can take to victory.”

      “So, what would your plan be?”

      “You’re having the supplies moved to a less-important location in order to protect them. While you’re stuck in the war room, because it’s the center of operations here, the queen is mobile. She can command her troops from anywhere. But do you think she’s going to position herself where she’d be most vulnerable, where our attention is most likely to be focused?”

      “Son of a vrak,” Cassius breathed. “She’s moved herself and her supplies to the north end of Dionos, just like we’re doing.”

      “That’s what I suspect,” I said. “I need to go brief my team and make some preparations. I might be able to sneak into one of the bug-holes on that end of town. I could identify and locate her caches on my way down, hopefully avoiding any roaming Cimex. If I can get past them, I might be able to sneak into her chamber and cut off her head before she knows I’m there. Then, all we’d have to do is wait and let the soldiers starve to death. Or, we could take our time killing them. Better yet, we could drag some of them back and let your scientists dissect them so that they could develop better weapons and defenses.”

      “What should I do?” Cassius asked. “Send extra troops to guard those holes, since we’re certain she’s there?”

      “No,” I said, holding up a hand. “That might tip her off. She can’t know we’ve figured it out. Keep having the troops do what they’re doing now. But pass the word that you want them to slow down their efforts at blocking the holes with the debris from the ruined buildings. They shouldn't stop, but they should take their time. That way, if they don’t get to the ones on the north end, it won’t look too suspicious.”

      Cassius grinned and pounded a salute into his chest. “You are wise, Jacob. Wise and cunning. Our people will know your name, and they’ll know peace within the walls of Dionos again. Real peace, no superficial peace.”

      

      We will bring peace.

      

      The Lakunae spoke to me in thought, forcefully. I could have sworn I detected some anger too.

      But I had no time to read their subtle emotions, as if I was talking to a sulking girlfriend. I didn’t do this with my women either; if they had a problem, they had to tell me; otherwise, I went on as before. I’d deal with the Lakunae’s issues later.

      It was true though. In a way, by sending me, they were bringing peace. I was destroying those who would take over entire planets and enslave populations. Simultaneously, minor civil and local tensions were being forgotten in the face of the now-recognized common enemy. But I didn’t think that was what the Lakunae were trying to tell me. They were too absolute for that; peace on one little planet was a side issue. They wanted to be brought to our plane of existence. To do what though? What was this “peace”? I wasn’t the guy to trust anyone who spoke nice words. I was a man of action, and it was what the Lakunae wanted to do that I was wary of.

      “Reaver, Beatrix,” I said over the comm, “meet me in our room. I have a plan. We’re going hunting.”
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      When I got to our room, Beatrix and Reaver were already waiting for me. They had moved a couple of chairs in the common room closer together and were whispering conspiratorially.

      “What’s with the whispering?” I asked.

      “We gave the room a quick once-over,” Reaver said. “But we aren’t completely sure we’re not being monitored. On Druma, the local queen managed to infest and control Demetrios, the King of Brazud.”

      “I remember. Do you suspect someone here is infested?”

      I hadn’t seen any signs of it. I didn’t know if infestations always made the victim look funny like Demetrios did, though. He was skeletal, sick, but still strong. He didn’t look like any other species of alien I’d ever seen before, so at the time, it was hard to tell if it was normal.

      “We do not know,” Beatrix said. “We are being cautious.”

      “Good. Though I have to admit, my plan might be a less cautious one, a dangerous one even.”

      “Aren’t they all?” Reaver asked with a laugh.

      I couldn’t argue with her logic. Everything we’d done since we’d met the Lakunae had been fraught with danger. They’d equipped us to deal with it though. We were faster and stronger than we’d ever been before.

      “Is Enra here?” I asked, glancing at our bedroom door.

      “Yes,” Beatrix said. “She is asleep. Do you want me to wake her?”

      “No. I wanted to make sure she made it here and was getting some rest. The plan doesn’t involve her.”I pushed a chair closer to the women and took a seat. “Beatrix, can you get a read on the queen? Don’t probe her; just try to get a sense of what she’s feeling at the moment.”

      Beatrix closed her eyes and slowed her breathing. Her tentacles swayed like seagrass. Her face went slack, and for a moment, she resembled a fortune-teller communing with the spirits of the dead.

      “She is calm,” Beatrix said. “No, that is not correct. She is serene and content. It is almost as though she is sleeping.”

      “Hmm,” I said. “She lost the battle, but she’s found a nice, cozy place underground. She knows we tried to go down and get her. She knows we turned back. So, given how irascible we’ve seen she is when she thinks we’re winning, she must truly be confident. This is good.”

      I proceeded to explain to them what I discussed with Cassius.

      “But what supplies would the queen have?” Beatrix asked.

      “The guns and ammunition,” Reaver breathed. “Xeno have to grow those things. I doubt their weapons can be repaired like they do with their hive. The queen has to lay a whole bunch more eggs for them to shoot and use as grenades.”

      Reaver shot from her chair, fists clenched and a smile on her face. “This is so brilliant! We can go stomp the shit out of her supplies. Maybe we can even catch her off-guard and chop her buggy little head off!”

      “Hold on,” I said. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, but that isn’t my plan. We’re not all going.”

      I watched as the smile melted from her face like wax on summer blacktop.

      “You’re going alone?” Beatrix asked.

      “That sounds too risky,” Reaver said. “You saw how many troops she had. You saw what she did to the Dionossi.”

      “It’s a dangerous plan,” I agreed, “but here’s my reasoning. If the queen detects she’s being hunted, she’ll move. At the moment, I’m guessing she’s close to her supplies. She knows she needs to protect and move with them. The fastest way for her to do that is to have easy access to food and harbingers.”

      The women exchanged a worried glance. When they returned their eyes to me, I saw solidarity, trust, and respect. They knew what I said was true. They wanted to go along and help, but it was easier for one person to sneak into enemy territory than it was for two or three.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to come along?” Reaver said. “We’ve trained together. We can communicate. I know how to conduct reconnaissance.”

      “That’s all true,” I said as I took one of her hands in mine. “But can you see in the dark?”

      She sighed. “You’re right. I’d have to activate a light on my armor, and that would get us caught.”

      “So, what is our role?” Beatrix asked.

      “You’re going to be my backup,” I said, letting go of Reaver’s hand. “If I get caught, you rush down with lights and rifles blazing. You’ll have to clear the path for me.”

      The women nodded to each other, satisfied with their roles.

      “But,” I added, “I don’t think the queen was lying when she said she’d feed us to her young. Our scientists thought they collected fungus, like some ants do. Human flesh could be the fertilizer. They wouldn’t need large amounts for that, just a regular sprinkle. It may have been why the Xeno invaded Druma in the first place. On a planet with a large slave population, nobody bats an eye when someone goes missing. So, if the queen has prisoners, she’ll be keeping them alive as long as possible, to make sure she has enough fertilizer to help her slowly rebuild her army.”

      “So, we might have to help prisoners escape,” Beatrix said.

      I nodded. “Of course, once we do that, the queen will find out and probably start moving.”

      “But it will save lives,” Beatrix said, “even if we might not catch the queen right away. This is a good mission. Maybe we will see fortune, and the queen will not run?”

      “That would be some luck,” Reaver said. “I know wishing won’t get me far, but I wish we had a couple of tactical nukes we could drop down the hole. Or maybe a couple of remote-control probes. We could strap nukes to them, allow them to fly around until they find the queen, and blow her to atoms.”

      I imagined the bug-faced queen making a horrified and confused expression as a small drone flew up her ass and exploded. I chuckled. Skrew’s twisted sense of justice had found its way into my imagination.

      “Do you want us to do anything while you hunt the queen?” Beatrix asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “I will need periodic updates from you on the queen’s mood, every few minutes. Speak softly though; the bugs might hear my helmet’s speakers if you speak loudly through them.”

      “We want the same,” Reaver said firmly. “If you don’t tell us every two minutes you’re okay, we will assume you’re not.”

      “Okay,” I said. “But I can’t speak, or I’ll give my position away. In the Martian Storm Marines, we’d double-click our microphone to signal we were okay. I don’t think the Dionossi tech will let us do that, so I’ll open the channel and tap twice on my helmet. I probably won’t be able to do it as often as you’d prefer, but when I do, you’ll know I’m okay. At least every five minutes.”

      The women glanced at each other again.

      “It sounds like you have it all figured out,” Reaver said. “I just wish I was going with you.”

      “I appreciate that,” I said with a gentle smile.

      She turned and looked me in the eye. “But you know I would back your plan even if I didn’t understand it, right?” she asked. “I trust you 100%. You’re the greatest leader and warrior I’ve ever seen or heard of. I feel… privileged to be able to fight by your side. And to celebrate our victories in our own way…” 

      “I would back your plan too, no matter what,” Beatrix agreed. “I would follow you into the maw of the Lakunae if you said it needed to be done. Though one thing makes me feel sad.”

      “What’s that?” Reaver asked.

      “The fact that we will not be able to see Jacob in battle, unless the battle makes it to the surface. I love watching him fight. I love seeing him rip pieces off his opponents. I love seeing him beat them to death with their own limbs. I enjoy how easy he makes it look.”

      “I completely agree,” Reaver said, grinning at the other woman. “It’s unfortunate we won’t be able to watch.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, hoping to ease some of their anxiety, but Reaver placed a single, smooth finger against my lips.

      “Hush, sexy thing,” Reaver said. “Your girls are talking.”

      I stifled a laugh and watched in amazement as the women pretended I wasn’t even there.

      “Have you noticed,” Reaver said, “when he kicks an enemy in the face without his armor on, sometimes you can see his junk jiggle?”

      “Of course I notice,” Beatrix said. “I look forward to it. He probably does not know, but sometimes, I set up enemies so they have to be finished off by one of his high kicks. I send them staggering his way so that I can watch him work and watch that glorious package shift.”

      Both women giggled. It took everything I had to keep my cool and not join them in laughter.

      “I like it when he punches stuff, too,” Reaver said. “I like seeing the muscles in his chest flex. Then, you see his arms bulge, that glorious bulky bicep. And ohhh, his neck. Even there, he manages to look both flexible and powerful. His muscles are like twisted ropes under stretched leather.”

      Beatrix licked her lips, turned to me, and looked me up and down like I was a meal at a fancy restaurant.

      I knew that look, and I liked it. I felt myself hardening. I could control it when I knew it wasn’t the time, but I wasn’t about to stop what I knew what was coming. We could use the relaxation between our major missions.

      Beatrix’s tentacles slowly began to rub against each other in a mesmerizing, seductive pattern. I knew they were sensitive, but I wasn’t sure if she had any sex nerves in them. The way they stroked and caressed each other made me think they did.

      “I love touching him with my tentacles,” Beatrix said, still staring at me.

      “They’re amazing,” Reaver said, looking at her tentacles. But she couldn’t keep her eyes off me for long, and they widened with hunger as soon as they fell on me.

      I did my best to play it cool. I wanted to see how long I could make them wait, and how wet I could get them before I even touched them. So, I did my best to pretend like I didn’t know what they were talking about. There was no risk I wasn’t about to get laid. They were both far too wound up for that.

      After a few seconds of silence, only broken by the heavy breathing of the women, I asked Beatrix a question. “So, what else can you do with those wonderful tentacles of yours?”

      Reaver broke eye contact with me and stared at the writhing, hungry tangle on Beatrix’s head. “You know,” she said, “I’ve kind of been wondering the same thing. I mean, I know you can do a lot; I’ve seen you out there… but have we tried everything we can… in here?”

      “I do not know,” Beatrix said. “Besides you and Jacob, I have not had much experience. I have been curious to try new things though. I have wanted to experiment, but I have felt shy about it.” She brought all of her tentacles together and ran them through the fingers of one of her hands. “I would be happy to find out. Maybe you can help me?”

      The women locked eyes for a few seconds, then turned to me. I could almost hear them getting wet.

      “I believe I have told you before,” Beatrix said, “that battles always excite me. Even when I may not be directly involved, I am excited. It is my way. It is my weakness. And it makes me want you, Jacob. It makes me want you inside of me.”

      “Yeah,” Reaver said, “and that goes double for me.”

      Reaver gave the closed bedroom door a long look.

      “Enra is sleeping in there,” Beatrix said. “However, Skrew is not present.”

      “I thought about that,” Reaver said, “but if he found out, he would be furious. So, we might as well make it worth it. Let’s make sure he has to wring out the sheets.”

      Wow, I thought. Thank goodness I’m Void-touched. Otherwise, I’m not sure I’d survive what’s coming next.

      They were ready, and so was I. I scooped each woman up, a hand under each armored butt. This was when I found out for sure how wet they were, the moist seeping through to my fingers. I slowly rubbed my fingers between their legs as I carried them to Skrew’s room, already making them groan with anticipation. I shut the door softly behind me with one foot so that we wouldn’t wake Enra.

      Even as I did so, my women were already removing their armor in my arms. Beatrix had the advantage. If she wanted to tantalize me, there were endless ways she could strip and tease me by covering parts of herself with her tentacles; if she wanted me inside her stat, she could expose her glorious naked body to me within seconds..

      Reaver worked furiously at her armor’s bindings. She had to step down from my grasp to start working on the ones from her waist down.

      And Beatrix was already naked. She knew what she wanted, and she wanted it now. Her luscious breasts heaved, and she practically threw me into the door, pressing her body against mine. Even though I was still wearing all my armor, I could feel her heat through it. She nibbled my neck as her tentacles went to work, unstrapping, unbuttoning, unclasping. She was hungry, and I was her willing prey.

      A few seconds later, my breastplate and shoulder armor fell to the floor. She seemed like she’d always wanted to do that, because she was grinning wide. She caressed my neck and ears with her soft, strong hands. I felt an eagerness pulling at the straps holding my armor around my waist a second before the metal plates fell around my ankles.

      I had been ready for a long time, it seemed. I was throbbing hard enough to hurt. Beatrix caressed my manhood with two or three tentacles—the way they twisted around me made it hard to tell how many she was using. She knew exactly what she was doing.

      Reaver giggled, but it sounded low and husky. It wasn’t the giggle of a shy schoolgirl but the sound of a woman who saw something she liked and desperately wanted. A moment later, she joined in, running her hands over my lips and across my neck and chest.

      Beatrix took care of the other side of my body, and the effect was amazing. There wasn’t a single square-inch of my body that wasn’t being caressed. When Beatrix reached a spot a few inches below my navel, she stopped and looked up at me.

      “There is a lot I can do with my tentacles,” she said, “but for this, I will use my mouth.”

      I closed my eyes and enjoyed the warmth, the pressure, and the softness around my penis. I was astonished when I felt her lips travel all the way to the base and felt her tongue slide back and forth with the entire length of me in a wet paradise inside her. She withdrew, caught her breath, looked me in the eyes with a happy grin, and plunged my manhood all the way in again.

      Reaver kissed me and kneaded my shoulders and chest. Her tongue worked its way between my teeth, found mine, and began a battle for dominance. She was breathing hard, passionate, and when she moaned in pleasure, I had to look to see why.

      Beatrix, it seemed, had found something else she could do with her tentacles. They were all over my body, but they were also inside of Reaver’s, and she was loving it. Reaver was sitting on her knees, and her back was arched, revealing the amazing shape of her ass, as I saw Beatrix’s tentacles move slowly in and out of her, trying out different ways and combinations. The sound again proved how wet Reaver was. Even though it was Beatrix providing the stimulation, Reaver was directing all her grateful passion at me. I was her focus. I was being all but religiously adored.

      Then, Beatrix began to moan and shake as she caught her breath. She’d been rubbing herself too, and when she wrapped her lips around me again, I knew she was very close. She reached her climax when she took me in so deep that the tip of her lapping tongue touched my balls, and I exploded with pleasure.
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      I stood outside the bug entrance and stared into the abyss. Reaver and Beatrix stood to either side, each armed with three grenades. I was carrying the rest, knowing I’d be able to put them to good use once I found proper targets.

      I turned to Beatrix, but she interrupted me before I could speak.

      “Do not worry,” she said. “I will give you status updates. You will know what the queen is feeling and if she has awoken. We will stay out of the hive until you call us down. We trust you. You are powerful. You will succeed.”

      “We’ll be here if and when you need us,” Reaver said, nodding. “Now, go kill that bitch.”

      I took a deep breath and jumped into the hole we’d selected. It was only about six feet deep, so I was able to make a soft, silent landing.

      We’d chosen that particular hole because of how bad it smelled. I hadn’t seen a lot of Xeno-dung, which would explain the smell. There were no large pools of waste, nor were there any flies coming in for a feast. Even they weren’t interested. Therefore, it made sense that the stench had been left there on purpose, to do nothing more than to keep enemies out. And if they care so much about keeping intruders out… 

      The passageway was lined with the same chitinous material as the rest. Its smooth walls averaged 10 feet in diameter, and it was round enough to call a cylinder. The walls and ceiling, though, were covered in a thick layer of moisture. I knew I was on the right path.

      I carefully and slowly made my way down the passage. As I did, the light from the opening grew dimmer. The sun was almost down, so I activated my Void-vision. I immediately spotted movement ahead, and froze.

      Three little repair bugs worked on a tiny spot on the right side of the wall about 30 feet ahead. I couldn't see any damage, but they had obviously found some. It looked like they were fighting for which one of them would get to repair it. There were more repair bugs than there was damage. It was an advantage of underground hives, I mused.

      “There is no status change in the queen,” Beatrix reported. “She is sleeping and is peaceful.”

      I activated my helmet’s communicator and tapped the area near my mouth twice. The signal would let the women know I was still alive and well. Then, I continued forward. It was the only direction to go.

      Another 70 feet later, I encountered a room on the left. I crept towards it, making sure I breathed slowly and silently, and peeked around the corner.

      The room was at least 30 feet deep, but only about 10 feet wide. Its walls were lined with chitin, but there were other things as well. Both the left and right walls were covered with what appeared to be a metallic mold that had blossomed into huge, cancerous blisters along both walls. Each of the leathery containers held a different type of supply item. My first supply cache.

      The blister closest to the opening on the right was jammed full of oothecae, I estimated at least 500 of them. The first blister on the left contained rifles, which were suspended in a clear, bubbly, gelatinous fluid. It must have been some kind of nutrient. That had to be why, when the Martian Storm Marines had captured Xeno weapons, the devices hadn’t lasted long. Instead, they’d disintegrated and burned holes into our cargo bays. We hadn’t known how to keep them alive. The information would be valuable to my government if I got the chance to see home again. The Dionossi could benefit from the knowledge right away.

      I left the room and continued on. Two or three grenades would take care of the entire weapons cache. It would be quick and devastating to the queen’s war effort. She had a lot more supplies than I thought she would though. It made me wonder how many soldiers she had in reserve. I had no doubt that I was about to find out. But if I blew up this cache now, the rest of the plan would be ruined. I’d save that fun for later.

      A few minutes later, I reached an intersection. I couldn’t see down either the left or right passages. While I was considering which one I’d choose, the decision was made for me.

      I heard the harbingers before I saw them, so I crouched. The soft clattering of their pointy little feet came from the passage on the right. When I saw them, my assessment that they were harbingers was confirmed. They were unremarkable, but it was what they carried that fascinated me. Each held two squirming maggot-like creatures; they had to be Xeno babies. Each looked like a miniature queen and was no longer than 12 inches. The harbingers held them carefully, and neither appeared to have been injured by their escorts’ long, pointy claws.

      Whether they were actually young queens or not, I had no idea. Some bugs were able to produce one kind of young and, depending on what they fed it or what pheromones the queen was emitting, they could become anything. Either way, this was something I had to observe closely.

      “There is no status change with the queen,” Beatrix reported.

      The queen could be in either direction. I knew she laid eggs, and everything I’d learned of Xeno queen biology suggested that the eggs had to be hatched. So, the babies coming from the right didn’t say anything about the position of the queen.

      The direction they went might tell me where they kept their human captives though. I suspected that like human ones, Xeno babies would have to feed frequently. The likelihood that that was what they were doing was considerable.  

      I followed about 50 feet behind the harbingers. Any closer, and they might be able to detect my footsteps. While I stalked the harbingers, I thought about the queen and wondered how much energy it must have taken from her to control her troops during the battle. She had fought bravely, in a sense. She’d sent her troops in using strategy and tactics no one except a Xeno could have gotten away with. She didn’t care if every single one of the troops died, so long as she lived.

      I hoped the battle had taken its toll on her and had left her completely exhausted. I also hoped she would sleep long enough for me to cut off her head. Then, she could sleep forever.

      My Void-vision kept the bugs in clear view, even though there were no glowfrogs anywhere in the passage. The harbingers were as obvious as fireworks in the middle of the night, and I had no problem keeping pace.

      The grubs they carried continued to squirm. I could hear their tiny mouthparts grinding. I was certain the shape and size of their developing maws would match up with the damage I’d found on the bones the first time I’d entered the hive. I looked forward to squashing each of them under my heavy boots. They were enemies already because each of them would grow into a warrior. They were living weapons, nothing more.

      Another 50 feet of traveling, and I discovered another room to my left. The bugs I’d been following passed by without even glancing in, but I stopped and peeked into the room. It was filled with at least 50 harbingers. They were lined up in military formation, shoulder to shoulder, with one row behind the other. Each held a rifle, and each stood completely still, except for the small movements their abdomens made as they breathed. They were idle, and though I was certain I was close enough for them to see, none of them moved. The closest was a mere six feet from me but gave no indication it had noticed me.

      They’re on standby. It’s a reserve force—a big one.

      I knew the queen had been holding back, but I hadn’t realized how many troops she had left. I also doubted it was the only reserve troops I would encounter. 

      I readied a grenade but didn’t arm it—not yet. I needed to get past the room, but I wasn’t sure if doing so would alert the harbingers. So, I decided to take the low-tech approach. I stuck my hand out and waved it at the troops. They didn’t move. I stood, leaned far around the corner, and waved it harder. Still, they remained idle.

      My guess had been correct. They were on standby while the queen was napping. I snuck past with no problem, and the two harbingers I’d been following were still in sight.

      But 10 steps away from the dangerous room I’d just passed, I froze. Two more Xeno were headed back toward me. They had probably just delivered two grubs of their own and were going back for the next pair.

      I wasn’t sure if I would be able to head back down the hallway without them seeing me or without running into another pair with fresh grubs of their own. Encountering any of them, or killing even one, would wake the queen and ruin the mission. I had only one choice. I kept an eye on the approaching harbingers and snuck into the room filled with armed enemies.

      I used my peripheral vision to watch the troops in the room. If even one of them gave any indication it had spotted me, I could draw my blade and kill half of them before the first one got a chance to raise a rifle. I also knew that the queen would immediately know where I was. She’d send reinforcements, move or kill whatever prisoners she had, and disappear into the depths of her hive. I crouched in the corner of the room near the doorway with a grenade in one hand and Ebon in the other, and waited.

      The sound of pointy feet on the passage floor announced the approach of the two harbingers. I held my breath, gritted my teeth, and waited. Either they would walk past me, or they would detect me, and all hell would break loose.

      “The queen still sleeps,” Beatrix reported. “No change.”

      As the two empty-handed bugs neared the doorway, I heard a sound from my right. I moved my thumb over the button tjat would arm the grenade and slowly turned my head to the room. A couple of the troops had shifted their positions slightly. If there was any more movement, I’d explode into action. If the fight went well, I’d alert Beatrix and Reaver and delve further into the queen’s hive, doing as much damage as possible.

      A few seconds later, the harbingers in the hallway passed by the opening and kept going. I wasn’t as reckless as to sigh in relief though. 

      A second after I exited the room, Beatrix reported in again. Too soon.

      “Jacob. The queen’s status has changed,” she said. “She is awake. She is searching with her mind, though I have blocked her from searching for me. She does not search for you. She searches the surface. I believe she is trying to ascertain our intentions and what has happened while she slept.

      “Now she scans her young and her troops. It feels like moonlight lancing through trees in a heavily wooded forest. She cares for them, but it is an odd kind of caring. It is like how a warrior oils her sword and shield to prevent rust. They are tools to her, nothing more.”

      The empty-handed harbingers continued to walk back toward the intersection. I didn’t detect any new harbingers, so I returned the grenade to my belt and Ebon to my sheath and continued in the direction they’d come from. I’d lost sight of the other two, but as long as I didn’t come across any forks or side rooms, I was sure I was on the right track. 

      A short time later, I did come across another room; this one was directly ahead, and it was large. I slowed as I approached and listened intently. I heard breathing from within the room, but it wasn’t Xeno breathing. It was accompanied by small cries of pain and anguish. There were groans, sniffles, and coughs. I had to rescue whoever was in there.

      There was another passage on the far side of the room, and no Xeno were present. To my left were four large cells. Their 10-foot-wide membranes were circular, except for a small flat part where they met the floor. The translucent flesh had a seam in the middle and probably opened on the queen’s command.

      Beyond the barriers were prisoners of various alien species. The 30 or so in the first cell looked healthy. They huddled together, some of them embracing while others slept. I suspected they had been there for a long time.

      Those in the second cell appeared to be half-starved, and based on the coughing, were probably ill. They would undoubtedly slow down the rescue, but there was no question I was going to leave them behind.

      The third and final cell contained the emaciated people along with many corpses. I detected some movement, but there wasn’t much. Anyone alive in there was weak and would likely have to be carried out.

      The wall on the other side of the entrance was covered with small cells, barely wide enough to stuff a body into. Most of them were occupied. When I took a closer look, the horror of the situation settled in. I gritted my teeth and fought against my anger.

      There were at least a dozen different species represented behind the membranes. Each of the cells’ occupants was in a different state of consumption. It appeared that the grubs had been introduced to the weakened prisoners after they’d been stuffed into the narrow cells. The grubs had entered their victims’ bodies through a convenient soft spot. Based on the way the victims’ skins, plates, fur, or scales writhed, it appeared they were being eaten from the inside out. Probably the last part to go would be their skin. They were beyond saving.

      Before doing anything else, I checked both passages. The one ahead continued for another 100 feet before it made a sharp right turn. The one behind was empty as far as I could see. I knew I didn’t have much time, so I made a plan.

      I would use Ebon to slice away the membranes covering the cell with the healthy prisoners. I would enlist them to help those who were too ill to move on their own. That way, we could all move faster. It was completely dark though, so they would need to hold hands, flippers, claws, or tentacles. I could get them started, but they would have to follow instructions.

      Opening the second and third cells would be just as easy, but as their prisoners were in worse health, convincing them I was there to help might be more difficult. People followed me though; I had something in me that inspired trust. And if not that, they saw my natural authority and did what they were told.

      I drew Ebon and approached the first cell when a low whisper from the third cell grabbed my attention. The voice sounded familiar and raised goosebumps on my arms. When I turned to look, I recognized the face. It was Sergeant Maxwell “Joker” Hadell, part of the team I’d been training and crewmember of the Revenge. He was the one whom I’d placed as head of the assault team in the simulator, shortly before it was revealed we would be delivering a bomb to one of the Xeno’s worlds.

      He used to be huge and muscular. The man I saw before me looked half-starved. He had a long beard and his straight, brown hair had grown over his shoulders

      “Is someone there?” Joker whispered. “You don’t sound like a fucking Xeno. Get us out of here!”

      I couldn’t help but smile. They might have starved him close to death, but apart from killing him, there was nothing they could do to crush Joker’s spirit.

      I was hitting the Xeno where it hurt, saving this planet, and rescuing one of my Marines. Three birds, one stone.
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      I found myself facing a difficult decision. Joker knew there was a human outside, someone who could possibly help him and his fellow captives. Perhaps his excitement was a little much, especially given he didn’t know who I was yet. When he heard my voice, he might become overwhelmed and have a hard time focusing on leading the others out with me. I knew he’d been through a lot. How would he deal with learning I was not only alive but that I was there to save him? I decided to leave the room so that I could communicate with Beatrix and Reaver without being overheard.

      “I have a problem,” I whispered over the comm. “I’ve discovered prisoners. At least 100, probably closer to 130. One of them is a shipmate.”

      “Who is it?” Reaver asked.

      “It’s Joker.”

      “Holy shit, we have to get him out. We need to get all of them out. What do you want us to do?”

      “I need you to cause a distraction. About a hundred feet into the passage, you’ll find a room on your left. It’s a supply room full of eggs and rifles, and probably a lot more. Use grenades so that you don’t leave a pool of acid the prisoners won’t be able to cross. Two or three grenades should do it, and it should draw the queen’s attention away from what I’m about to do.

      “Then, there’s a second room further down. Take a left at the intersection, and you’ll find about 50 harbingers crammed into a room on the left. Once you blow the supply cache, they’ll probably come running. Find a way to leave a path for the prisoners if you can. It’s dark, so they’re not going to be able to see where they’re going.”

      “Should we make a lot of noise to try and draw them to the surface?” Beatrix asked.

      “Negative. The harbingers will just flood the passageway, and I’ll have to fight them myself. I need to stay put because there’s another passageway on the other side of the room. I need to guard the rear while they escape. I can’t fight on both sides.

      “Right now, the harbingers in the room are idle. There might be a few roaming the passage near the intersection though, so watch for them. Use as little light as possible, but once you’re discovered, go ahead and turn your lights all the way on. It’ll help the prisoners find you.

      “Let me know when you get the party started. Then, I’ll cut the membranes trapping the prisoners and get them organized. I’ll need a few minutes with them, given the state they’re in.”

      “Roger that,” Reaver said. “Give us about 30 seconds, and we’ll head in. I’m going to set some of the soldiers here to guard the exit. I’ll let them know to expect about 100 friendlies.”

      I checked both hallways again but spotted no Xeno and started counting to 30 in my head. Meanwhile, Joker kept whispering, trying to communicate with the unknown person outside his cell.

      “What are you waiting for?” Joker asked. “We’re dying here. Get us the fuck out!”

      I shushed him, trying to keep him quiet long enough for Reaver and Beatrix to finish their preparations and start the distraction. Luckily, when I approached the 30-second mark, he was still quite dazed, and sure enough, the party started.

      “The queen is awake,” Beatrix reported. “She is alarmed. She knows we are here.”

      “We found a couple of harbingers,” Reaver explained. “We offed them. Had to be done.. Fire in the hole!”

      Five seconds later, an explosion echoed through the passage and into the room. The pressure wave made my ears pop.

      Some of the prisoners mumbled and stood, peering blindly into the darkness. Others cowered deeper against the walls of their cells. Most sat motionless, apparently too afraid to move.

      “What was that?” one asked.

      “I don’t know,” another said. “Are we being rescued? It’s a rescue, right?”

      I wasted no time in cutting away the membrane of all three cells. My timeline felt like it had been shortened, and I didn’t want to take any chances. Xeno reinforcements would soon be on their way, and the prisoners were no match for even a single harbinger.

      I stepped in front of the first cell. “Everyone,” I said, “I’m here to rescue you, but you must do as I say. If you don’t, you will die. Understood?”

      There were murmurs of understanding, but most couldn't believe their ears.

      “I have lights, but you’ll just be blinded if I turn them on, so we’re going to have to do this in the dark. Everyone hold hands. Do it now!”

      The force of my words got them moving, and a few seconds later, they’d managed to arrange themselves into something resembling a line. There was a flurry of happy, excited voices. They were ready to go.

      “Not so fast,” I said. “Hold on.”

      I separated five at the tail end from the group and brought them to the next cell. “The prisoners here are weak. Some look sick. We’re taking them with us, but they’ll need your help. I’ll pair you up with someone. Don’t let go of them. I’ll stay behind the group to cover your escape, but you have to hold on tight, got it?”

      The prisoners indicated they understood and took charge of the weakened prisoners I’d paired them up with.

      I rejoined them to the main group and peeled another 10 away. “Come with me,” I said as I grabbed a big, furry creature by its clawed hand. It tried to recoil from me, but a quick, painful squeeze from my hand brought it back to its senses. “Don’t make me do that again,” I said.

      The creature grunted its understanding.

      “The prisoners in this cell are very weak, and some are dead,” I said. “Stand by, and I’ll pair you up with them. You are to carry, drag, or otherwise transport them to the exit. Do not let go of them. Understand?”

      Another explosion and more rifle fire announced the women were now fully engaged in battle. If the queen hadn’t sent reinforcements yet, she would after that.

      “There’s going to be a mess,” Reaver said over the comm. “Couldn’t help it. We’re trying to arrange the bodies over the worst of it. There will probably be some burns on the way out, but we’ll get them out.”

      “Roger that,” I said. “Make sure one of you covers the passage on the far side of the junction.”

      “Beatrix is already on it,” Reaver said.

      I turned to the Marine. “Joker,” I said to the skeletal man, “come with me. I’m here to rescue you.”

      “Your voice,” he whispered. “It sounds familiar. Did we serve together? On the Revenge?”

      “Shut up and focus,” I ordered him.

      “Holy shit,” he breathed. “Paladin? Uh, Sir?”

      “It’s just Jacob now,” I said. “Now, shut up or I’ll knock you out. You’ll be easier to transport that way.”

      “Aye, Sir,” Joker said with a laugh. I could see he was smiling through a grimace of pain as I carried him from the room and handed him off to the hairy alien. His cheeks were sunken in, and he felt far too light in my arms.

      “Don’t you drop him,” I warned the creature.

      I repeated the process four more times, but the rest of the prisoners, eight more, were all dead. We didn’t have time to gather the bodies and carry them to the surface. It was something we could do after the queen was dead. Only then could we offer them a proper burial.

      “Everyone link hands,” I ordered.

      A few needed some help finding the others in the dark. It took a minute to organize them. Once I did, I led the first prisoner into the hallway and gave her instructions.

      “I have soldiers in the hallway. They’re keeping the place clear for you, but there will be some Cimex blood on the ground. It’s acidic, so try not to step in it, but if you do, just keep going. We have medics who can heal you once you get to the surface. If you let the pain stop you, it will kill you, because the Cimex will pick you off in the blink of an eye. Follow the soldiers’ instructions, and you’ll live. Now, go!”

      The woman didn’t need to be told twice. She pulled hard at the man’s hand behind her, and he did the same behind him. The train of people took nearly a minute to get moving, but once it did, I breathed a sigh of relief.

      The sound of lots of pointy little feet clattering against the walls alerted me. Harbingers were on the way, and the prisoners hadn’t been evacuated yet. The first wave of reinforcements had been sent. Luckily, there were only two of them. I drew Ebon and waited to one side of the far passageway. As soon as the Xeno troops presented their heads, I lopped them off.

      “Sounds like a lot more reinforcements on the way,” Reaver warned.

      “Which direction?”

      “No idea. This place echoes like a damned tomb.”

      I wasn’t sure if she knew how accurate that description was.

      Twenty of the prisoners had managed to get tangled up at the entrance, but they didn’t dare let go of each other’s hands. Since they couldn’t see where they were going, they didn’t know how to get themselves out of it. I sheathed my sword to help them sort it out, and the line was soon moving toward freedom again.

      “Friendlies incoming,” I warned. “They’re scared and confused. Be tough with them; they respond to it.”

      “Roger that,” Reaver replied.

      Four more harbingers approached through the far hallway. This time, the two in the front were carrying maggots. The two behind them were trying to get past, but it looked like they were also trying to be careful to not hurt the young Xeno.

      The most effective treatment for tightly packed troops was the grenade. It had been that way since its invention so long ago. I retrieved one from my belt, armed it, and timed my throw. The explosive device rolled into the hallway, bounced once, and detonated.

      The first explosion pushed my eyeballs into my head, squeezed the air from my lungs, and knocked me back a few inches. The second blast made my eyes feel like they were being sucked out of my head, and it yanked me forward a foot. 

      Dust fell from the ceiling around the huge sphere the grenade had consumed. When it cleared enough for me to see, the Xeno were gone, except for one of their grubs, which twisted and flailed helplessly on the floor.

      I glanced over my shoulder to check on the prisoners’ progress. They’d made it about 100 feet down the hallway, which meant the front of the group had already found Reaver and Beatrix. They would keep them safe from their end. It also gave me plenty of room to defend them against what I was about to start.

      The squirming little grub was just begging to be crushed. The queen had spoken several times of how much she was going to enjoy feeding my body to just such a creature. She obviously thought they were important. I was about to find out how important.

      I reached out to the queen with my mind. I showed her the grub wiggling on the ground and what I was about to do to it. I placed my gold-plated boot on its little head and slowly began to apply pressure. Her shock and rage lashed out at me, and I savored every moment of it as I went on slowly, relentlessly, until the grub popped.

      “You’re next, bitch,” I said softly.

      A high-pitched scream echoed from somewhere below and shot through the passage in front of me like a cannon.

      I grinned. The queen’s prisoners were gone. She’d just lost a bunch of her young, and she was about to lose all the ones she had left. 

      “We have disabled many harbingers,” Beatrix reported. “They do not move so fast when their legs and arms are removed. Curious. I am stuffing them into the opposite hallway at the intersection to slow the progress of reinforcements.

      Savage, I thought. The woman loved battle. She’d shown me that in many different ways.

      “I’ve got soldiers from the wall down here,” Reaver said. “The entrance is six feet deep, so they’ll help the freed captives up. How are you doing on your end? Do you need any help?”

      “No, I’ve got this. Keep the prisoners moving and let me know when they’re out.”

      As she spoke, I was watching the hallway I’d blown up with a grenade. At least a dozen harbingers were rushing through. Their spidery legs and arms scrabbled along the walls. The queen had sent them in a mad dash. She was desperate for revenge, and I was her target. It was exactly what I wanted.

      “Roger that,” Reaver said. “Joker’s already out, but he looks pretty bad. We have a few transports outside the hole. He’s on the first one, and as soon as it’s full, it’ll take him to triage. Stay safe, and kill a bunch of bugs for him, will you?”

      I intend to. I watched a tangle of Xeno arms and legs fill the hallway ahead. I was in no hurry to leave, not when so many delicious targets were presented to me on a platter.

      I slowly drew my pistol as they approached, raised it, and began to fire. I was disappointed after pulling the trigger 11 times. The passageway was clogged with dead bugs. It would take time for the rest to claw their way through their comrades, but I didn’t have time to wait for them. Nor did I want to use another grenade, as they were in limited supply. There would be other bugs to kill.

      Things hadn’t gone the way I’d planned, but as I turned and jogged toward the exit, another plan was already forming in my mind. I could use the queen’s weakness against her. I could use the resources the city already had. When I put the two together, the fight would be over. Everything I’d done up until that point would lead to victory.

      The plan required me to return to the surface first though, so it made sense to help the rest of the prisoners escape before I put it in action. It also required that I ruin the Dionossi economy—possibly permanently.

      I stopped about 60 feet down the hallway. A wafnugu prisoner, like the members of the Execution Team I’d fought against in the Brazud arena, was wandering in the darkness, both hands extended forward. It scraped its large mandibles together in front of its hairless, leathery face and hissed into the darkness. He was from the second cell and appeared to have been separated from the rest of the group.

      “Follow me,” I told him. “I’ll lead you to the exit, but we need to move fast.”

      The wafnugu lowered its arms and became eerily calm.

      “Give me your hand,” I said. “Let’s go.”

      But when I reached for its hand, the creature recoiled, bared its teeth, and hissed. My confusion vanished when a Xeno appendage erupted from the creature's chest. I ducked beneath the strike, drew my sword, and cut it off before it had a chance to recoil. The wafnugu fell on its back and began to shake.

      I stood ready, sword at low guard, and waited to see what it would try next. However, a few seconds later, its eyes sunk into its head, its chest collapsed, and it began to dissolve into mush. The creature inside had died and had bled out in its host.

      “Heads up, Reaver,” I said into the comm. “I just found a wafnugu who’d fallen behind. He was infested like Demetrios was back at Brazud. The creature inside attacked me. It’s dead now, but it means there are probably others who are infested, too.”

      “Others like who?” she asked. “Which ones?”

      “Like Joker,” I said. “Get him to the surgeon.”
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      I ran for a few seconds until I caught up to the tail end of the prisoners. Some were struggling to keep up with the rest. Several were having coughing fits. One had passed out and was being dragged by two others.

      I wanted to help, but I had to keep my hands free to fight in case any of the Xeno caught up with us. I’d pissed off the queen and had little doubt she’d attack again. Calling her “vengeful” would have been an understatement. For now, the prisoners would have to take care of themselves. I would, however, help any who were separated from the group. I’d leave none behind.

      Several small groups of Xeno charged through the passageway toward us but were easy to pick off in twos and threes. It made me wonder if the queen was serious about killing us or not. If her objective was to drive us out, it’s what we were doing anyway. If she wanted to send her troops to slaughter, who was I to object?

      When the last prisoners had reached the hole, I assisted the soldiers by lifting one one prisoner in each hand up to them. When they were clear, I jumped out of the hole myself.

      “Guard that hole,” I ordered. “Do not block it off. I may need to go back down there.”

      “Yes, Sir,” the four nearby soldiers said.

      They positioned themselves around the hole and used their staves to create a complete forcefield barrier.

      “Are there more prisoners?” one soldier asked.

      “No,” I said. “I found the queen’s holding pens. It was clear she processed all her prisoners there, and we rescued all the ones who were still alive.”

      The soldiers grew quiet for a moment. I allowed them a moment to consider who else may have been lost to the bugs.

      “Watch the other nearby holes,” I said to the guards on the wall. “There was a side passage we didn’t go down, and the queen is pissed. It’s likely she’ll attack soon. Don’t let her take this part of the city!”

      “Yes, Sir,” the guards called back.

      They spread themselves out evenly on the wall and pointed their rifles at the other bug holes. They looked energized and ready for battle. Rest had done them good.

      “Reaver left with the Marine from your ship,” Beatrix said, running up to me. “She took him to the triage area. He was in pain. He did not look well. What do you want me to do?”

      “For now, stay here and help the soldiers guard these bug holes. If, in a half hour or so, the queen doesn’t attack, please call me out of the triage area. I’m going to check on Joker; I hope we’re not too late.”

      I’d been in the city long enough to learn its general layout and some of the side streets and alleys. It wouldn’t have taken me long to reach the triage area, but knowing the shortcuts cut my travel time down to six seconds. I may have upturned a cart with the gust of wind I created about halfway to my destination though.

      I found Reaver under one of the larger tents. She was surrounded by soldiers and a dozen of the escaped captives. She looked up toward me when I approached, a shadow darkening her expression.

      “He doesn't look good,” she whispered. “We might be too late.”

      I watched the Marine for a moment. His eyes stared into nothingness. His breath was rapid and shallow. He was sweating profusely under the cool tent lights, and he was paler than I thought he should be.

      “I’m not giving up on him just yet,” I growled. “Stand near his head and keep your rifle pointed at him.”

      Reaver moved like I’d told her to, gently pushing three escaped prisoners out of the way to make room. “Why am I doing this?” she asked as she raised her rifle to her shoulder. She looked worried.

      “Because he might be infested.”

      “I don’t like this.”

       “Neither do I. Stay here. I’ll get the surgeon.”

      I found the man a few seconds later. He was inspecting a wound on the arm of a prisoner in another tent. I grabbed him by his arm and dragged him over to Joker.

      “Hey!” he protested.

      “This man has been infested by the Cimex,” I said, pointing to Joker. “There’s a parasite inside him. It’s going to take him over unless you remove it soon. I need to caution you though. If you cut the bug, it will bleed into his system and dissolve him from the inside out. Do you understand?”

      The surgeon gave me a wordless nod as he stared at his groaning, sweating patient.

      “Can you do it?”

      “I don’t know. But I’ll try.”

      “That’s all I’m asking. What do you need?”

      “I need my tools from the other table. All of them, just in case.”

      He blinked as I vanished and reappeared before his eyes. He inspected the tools I’d laid on the table next to Joker for a moment, then got to work.

      Joker groaned and shivered. 

      The surgeon quickly opened a small cylindrical case and removed a blinking rod. It was about six inches long and resembled a ballpoint pen. Small rings of light lit its circumference, and as he clicked a button on the back, the color and position of the lights changed. He clicked it several more times until he found a pattern he was found satisfactory and pressed the opposite end into Joker’s neck.

      Reaver flinched but kept her finger off the trigger of her rifle like she’d been trained to do. A few seconds later, Joker’s groaning stopped, and his body went limp. His breathing became steady and deep.

      “What did you do?” Reaver asked.

      “I sedated him,” the surgeon said, giving Reaver an incredulous look. “Did you want me to do this while he was awake?”

      “Easy there,” I said, placing a hand gently on the surgeon’s shoulder. “That’s not what she meant. We’re all just a little stressed at the moment, right? I know you’ll do your best, and if anyone can save this man, it’s you.”

      The surgeon stared at his new patient for a moment. “This is going to take some time,” he said. “I don’t have all the tools I’d prefer to have for something like this. Nor are we in a sterile environment. Our medicine will keep him from becoming infected, and her healing stick will close the wound, but I still might not be able to save him. The medicine I gave him will keep him and any parasites he might have sedated for several hours. I hope it’s long enough.”

      “We trust you, Sir,” Reaver said. “We won’t blame you if things don’t go well. Just do what you can.”

      I motioned to two nearby soldiers, who hurried over to me.

      “You,” I said to one, “take her place. The surgeon is going to be operating on this man. He’s infested with a Cimex parasite. It’s dangerous, but it should be unconscious. The surgeon’s going to remove the parasite, but in the meantime, it might wake up. It’ll likely be groggy, but it will also likely attack anyone standing nearby. If it does, you know what to do.”

      “Yes, Sir,” the soldier said. Reaver stepped out of the way and lowered her rifle as he took her position.

      To the other guard, I said, “You stand behind the surgeon. Make sure he has enough room to work and don’t get in his way, but the same goes for you. The surgeon is the priority. Protect him.”

      “I will, Sir,” the soldier said.

      A moment later, Enra approached from another table where she’d been helping. She looked worn out. “Jacob,” she said, “are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I told her, while still staring at from my fellow Marine lying motionless on the table. The surgeon was cutting away the rags the man had covering his chest. The skin underneath was dark and bruised like he’d been beaten for hours with something heavy and flat.

      “We call him ‘Joker.’ He was a fellow Marine aboard the Revenge. I trainedd with him. So did Reaver. He was among the prisoners in the hive. He’s free now, but he’s also infested with a Xeno parasite. The surgeon is going to try to extract it, but it doesn’t sound like anyone has ever tried this before. Do you have the healing stick?”

      She held it up and stared at the man lying motionless on the table with a look of deep worry and concern.

      “Good. There’s a lot of people who still need your help around here. Do your best to stay close to this table though. I want you to be available if the doctor needs you. Use your instincts and heal those you can. These people deserve our best efforts. They are our people now.”

      “I will,” she said. “I’m glad you’re okay, Jacob. I was worried when I heard you went back into the hive by yourself.” Then, she shrugged and offered a small smile. “I don’t know why I worry, especially about you. You’re strong. I’ve seen you fight. It’s just my nature, I guess.”

      I brought her close and kissed her head.

      Enra looked around. “There’s a lot of new people here. Did they all come from the hive? Were they all prisoners?”

      “Yes,” I said. “Some look like they’ve been there a long time. There might be more infested as well. We only have one surgeon though.” I didn’t need to explain what that meant.

      Enra nodded grimly. “Are there any left in the hive?”

      “If there are, I don’t think we’re going to be able to get to them. Not until after the queen is dead, that is. Even then, we don’t know how far down the hive goes. It’s likely the queen is moving whatever prisoners she has left.”

      “I’m glad you rescued this many,” Enra said as she watched people come out of their houses to embrace their returned loved ones. “I bet some of their families didn’t even know they were missing.”

      “They probably didn’t.”

      “Attention,” Beatrix said over the comm. “More Xeno are coming out of the hole. Get ready.”

      There was nothing else I could do for Joker. The surgeon was working on him and Enra was nearby. He was in the best hands possible, so I decided to make sure the surgeon would be left uninterrupted. It was time to kill some more Xeno.

      When I arrived, I found Beatrix fully engaged in battle. She smashed through the Xeno ranks like they were paper dolls facing a leaf blower. Her wide, arcing blows stopped dead when she hit a knight.

      The creature raised both hammer-like fists above its head, ready to deliver a crushing blow. It managed to look surprised when I appeared between it and its target, caught both fists, and kicked it hard in the thorax, sending it crashing through a dozen harbingers.

      “Jiggle,” Beatrix said, before re-engaging the Xeno troops. I tried to ignore her, but I was sure she saw me smile. I had to make sure I showed her some more kicks, preferably high kicks. If that rekindled the desire to do what she’d done mere hours ago…

      Reaver arrived a second later and set to work. Some Xeno were trying to break away into the city, so Reaver blasted them rapid-fire with her rifle.

      Meanwhile, I cut through the crowd of troops and engaged the knight. It was back on its feet, chasing a human soldier who’d gotten himself in over his head. I spotted Beatrix to my left, who was also closing in on the heavily armored bug, and made sure she could see what I was planning.

      I decapitated two more harbingers, then stabbed Ebon into the ground behind the knight’s nearest leg. Beatrix followed up with a hard blow to its thorax, which sent it stumbling back. When it hit my sword, it tripped and crushed an unfortunate harbinger.

      Beatrix jumped onto its chest and hit it three times in the same spot. When a crack formed, I plunged Ebon into its body, stirred its innards, and withdrew. The Knight would never move again.

      Four soldiers were in trouble ahead. They’d formed a protective forcefield around themselves, but there was nobody to attack. If any of them dropped their shield, the time it took for the others to fill the gap would be long enough for several harbingers to get inside.

      They were in even worse trouble than they knew though. Two more harbingers were approaching with fleshy sacks full of oothecae. All the bugs had to do was toss a few over the top of the forcefield. Eventually, they’d get lucky, and the soldiers would die.

      I held Ebon out to the side, lowered my head like a bull, and charged into the throng of skittering, slashing warriors. I had lives to save, so it was time to trust Dionossi armor engineering. I had to use all the tools at my disposal.

      With my left arm raised in front of my face, my eyes on the ground a few feet in front of me, and my sword held to my right, I dashed through the enemy forces. Pointy feet left the ground. Ebon bit into and through at least a dozen Xeno bodies, and for a moment, the pressure on the soldiers was relieved.

      I turned, lowered my left arm for a moment, but quickly brought it back up when a Xeno opened fire, launching acid-filled eggs at my face. He stopped shooting—or doing anything else—when I charged him, killing him and at least 10 more of his comrades.

      When I turned to check on the soldiers, I found I’d given them enough time to reform their forcefield with only three staves. A soldier in the middle of the formation stabbed at his opponents, crushing carapaces and knocking limbs from their moorings. There were still more bugs to fight though.

      I lifted my pistol, blasted three harbingers to goo and noticed something move out of the corner of my eye—but when I looked, it was gone.

      Then, I saw it again. It emerged from the hole, looked my way, and vanished.

      When I spotted the third climbing to the top of another building further down along the wall, I knew exactly what I was looking at.

      “Heads up,” I transmitted over the comm to Beatrix and Reaver. “I just saw three predator Xeno escape into the city.”

      “Not the ones like we had to fight in Brazud?” Reaver said. “The ones who go all invisible? The ones we had to rely on Nyna to use Spirit-Watcher to see?”

      “The same,” I said.

      “Lovely,” Reaver groaned.

      “Stay here and keep fighting. The queen has deployed them for something special, I’m sure. I’ve got to go make sure—”

      I stopped talking when Cassius approached on his wolf-mount.

      “There’s nothing to do in the war room,” he said, a smile curling his lips. “And, I was in the mood for a fight!” He spurred his mount and, using his force staff like a lance, charged into battle. His wolf-mount roared and snarled as Xeno bodies flew into the air.

      I’d guessed the predators had been after the general, but he’d made it all the way to the battle. 

      So, there were three of the predators. One could be hiding nearby, waiting for the general to break away from the battle to take him out. Taking Cassius would be a devastating blow to the entire Dionossi army, but one they could recover from.

      The second could be going after Titus Rufus, but it didn’t seem likely. He was already mind-controlled, and so long as the queen lived, she would likely maintain her grip on him. Killing him would undermine her efforts. My next guess was the second in command of the army, Prefect Balbus. I guessed there was someone to take his place, but the death of both he and Cassius would stun the army and, at least temporarily, give the queen the advantage.

      The sun had just gone down, so  thousands of small lights located on the walls and buildings were turned on. The effect was instantaneous and painful. My Void-vision amplified light. It turned the soft glow of the city into a blinding radiance. Pain or no pain, I needed to stop the enemy, so I ignored it. 

      After a minute, my eyes quit watering and adjusted to the excess of light. A few seconds later, the pain settled into the feeling of a heavy weight being gently laid upon my brain. It would be uncomfortable, but I could fight through it. Attempting to appear casual and not drawing too much attention to myself, I lifted my eyes and looked around.

      I spotted the first predator squatting on top of a nearby building. It was watching the triage area with interest and looked like a pale, blue shadow of swirling smoke. It leaned left, right, then left again, as if it were in a trance.

      I turned to the side to conceal my actions, drew my pistol, and fired one shot. The bolt of energy burned a hole through the thing’s chest, and it fell to the street, dead.

      Quickly scanning my surroundings, I discovered another predator leaning around a building, also watching the triage area. When I raised my pistol, it vanished around the building’s edge. It was time to give chase. There were still two predators out there, and each was a serious threat to everyone around them, except me—though I was the one they needed to fear the most.

      They had to have been sent with a mission. The sneaky creatures were excellent assassins. They spoke with their queen’s voice, and, by their own words, turned people into “meat puppets.”

      I sprinted through the streets with my head on a swivel. There was no time to rest, though I had to exercise some caution. There was a chance that I was their target. If that was true, getting too focused on any one enemy could be the end of me. However, their main advantage had been taken from them; I could see them.

      I headed to the war room, where the prefect would be providing command and control while Cassius was playing with his enemies. As I ran through the streets and pictured possible entrance points to the war room, I realized there was another potential target: the hologram table.

      Nyna and the Dionossi engineers had managed to repair it completely, so far as I could tell. It gave the commanders and the three controllers a bird’s-eye view of the city. They could track and control the movement of their troops, and they could track most of the Xeno. The predators, I feared, would be undetectable.

      The queen must have known of the table; she’d been controlling Rufus’ mind for years. She knew about the grenades too, it was my guess that she was the one who made him convince the Senate to get rid of them. She knew about the anti-aircraft guns on the towers surrounding the palace. So, there was no way she didn’t know about the city’s greatest defensive weakness, the hologram table.

      The device was the single most important piece of technology for the city’s defense. It allowed troops to be moved to locations that might have otherwise been overlooked. It allowed them to call for support and enabled the commanders to get real-time updates on what was happening.

      It wouldn’t take much for a Xeno to destroy it beyond repair. One or two oothecae would chew through it in less than a minute. If it didn’t explode, it would be a mass of melted metal, shattered glass, and broken components—useless to everyone but scrap collectors.

      When I arrived, I saw what the predators would be facing. The entrance to the palace was guarded by no fewer than 30 troops, but that wouldn’t be their main problem. They’d also have a big, shiny mech standing in front of them, manned by a vrak with aggression issues and a flair for bringing the hurt in the most hurtful and shameful places.

      Then, it struck me. I knew where we were weakest. I knew where a couple of predators could do the most harm: the triage area. That’s why they were lurking around there, not for me. There, they could kill or injure more than 100 troops. The chaos, death, and fear they’d inflict would not only diminish our numbers; it would also demoralize our forces. I turned away from the palace and back to the triage area, running as fast as I could.

      God-fucking-dammit. The predators knew I couldn’t protect all these targets at once. I’d have to prioritize dealing with the immediate threat to all those lives. I hoped I wasn’t too late.
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      There was only one good way to make sure the hologram table remained safe: it had to be excluded from the battlefield, and there was only one person I knew who was available and able to make it happen. Someone I trusted to bring the hurt if anyone tried to get past him. Someone whose sympathy for the Xeno was about as great as his stubby little nose was long.

      “Skrew,” I said over the comm, “get inside the palace and take half those guards with you. We have predators on the loose. Two of them. They might come after the hologram table, the controllers, or both.

      “Once you’re inside, close and bolt the palace doors. Use any force necessary to protect the war room. I don’t think any have gotten inside yet, but be on the lookout. Make sure your troops spread out and that none of them are ever alone. There should always be two. Do you copy?”

      “Skrew does makes a copy. Is locking doors good. Is making half the army peoples to get in. Will blast spooky Xeno if sees.”

      “Good job. I think they’re still out here, so I’m going hunting. Oh, and one more thing. They have the ability to sound like someone else. Do not open the palace doors unless Reaver, Beatrix, or I order you to. Have the controllers at the hologram table verify it’s one of us. Then, see if you can get a couple guards on the outside to verify it as well.”

      I didn’t mention the fact that one of the aliens had threatened to turn me into its personal “meat-puppet” or that it had jammed its long, slender fingers through the back of the alien’s head and spoken through him—using him as something that could only be described as a “meat-puppet.”

      “Skrew understand,” he replied.

      “Nyna,” I said into the comm, “is there any chance you can peel away from what you’re doing? I need you for guard duty.”

      “Sure,” Nyna said. “I was just, you know, keeping busy and trying to be useful. But killing Xeno sounds like way more fun.”

      “Good. Grab a rifle and make sure you don’t forget Spirit-Watcher. We have predator Xeno in the area. Take a few guards with you and start patrolling the triage area. Stay random. These Xeno are smart and patient. We can’t let them get to the injured troops.”

      “Are you sure they’re coming to the triage area?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted, “but the temptation to take out some of our troops while they’re on the mend has to be a huge temptation. These kind of Xeno are sent out with a specific task. She sent three, but I got one of them. The two who are left are on a mission. I don’t know what their target is, but until they’re dead, none of us can think about relaxing.

      “The palace is under lockdown, and the main entrance is closed, so they’re not getting in there. The general is mixing it up with some harbingers, but he’s surrounded by his troops, so he’s as safe as he’s going to be. Just keep your eyes and ears open, use Spirit-Watcher, and don’t hesitate to take the shot. We have to protect the injured troops and civilians.”

      “You got it,” she said. “Be safe.”

      I had no intention of being safe. I turned to the palace, but instead of trying to get inside, I sprinted, ran up the sloping side of the truncated pyramid, and stopped when I got to the flat roof. After a quick check to make sure I was alone, I inspected my immediate surroundings.

      I’d never been up there before. It looked like an ideal place to keep communications equipment, antennae, sensors, and the like. However, it was just a blank, flat area, devoid of any kind of technology. It was 10 feet wide on each side and seemed like a waste of space to me. I had a plan for it though.

      Being the highest point of the city, the flat top of the palace provided a great overview of all the rooftops. The only places I couldn't see were inside or behind the buildings. I was using my Void-vision, so even the dark places the artificial lights didn’t reach were bright to me.

      The outside of the palace was steep, smooth, and tall. The only reason I was able to make it to the top was because of how fast I could run. Momentum was invaluable for what others considered to be gravity-defying feats. I’d never seen Xeno climb such surfaces before, so I didn’t expect them to be able to.

      The palace was locked tight, so I scanned the triage area for the Xeno’s telltale blue, smoky signs. The tents themselves weren’t strong enough to support the weight of a single human soldier, of that I was sure. And I doubted these sneaky fuckers weighed any less. The predator subtype were skinny with extremely light exoskeletons, but they were also long-limbed.

      “Something is at door!” Skrew transmitted. “Pew through door?”

      “Negative!” I said. “You’ll weaken the door. Hold your fire. I’m on my way!”

      “Maybe Skrew open door, pew Xeno, then close quick?”

      “Don’t risk it. They’re faster and nastier than you think. I’m coming.”

      I could slide down the side of the building, but that would take too long. I could also run down the side, but I’d make a lot of noise slowing down before I hit the bottom. I decided to do something a little risky, something that should surprise the Xeno. And it would be the first time I tried it, from this height.

      The jump was easy enough. I did my best to use just enough force to clear the edge of the building when I came down. A few seconds later, I hit the stone walkway in front of the palace with enough force to crack the stone, sending small shards flying in all directions. The impact rattled my shins, knees, and hips, but I’d managed to land without any other trouble. My powerful muscles managed to grow taut gradually and powerfully so as to maximally cushion the impact for my ligaments and joints. As I drew Ebon and my pistol, I turned around and surprised a soldier.

      “They w-w-won’t let me in!” the soldier stuttered. “Why won’t they open the palace?”

      A dozen different responses flashed through my mind in the span of a half-second. They included slapping the shit out of the deserter, palm-backhand-palm-backhand; cutting his head off; and dropping him off at the top of the palace, naked and unarmed. I also thought about punching him square in the nose, just to see what would happen. This classic punishment seemed most attractive at first and would give me immediate satisfaction.

      In the end, I decided to shame him. The man was probably salvageable, and displaying vicious brutality to any of the Dionossi would harm my relationship with all of them. The decision was a tough one though. He clearly deserved to be taught a lesson in all the brutal ways I’d imagined.

      “You,” I said to a soldier next to him, “why aren't you kicking this man’s ass and sending him back to duty?”

      “I’m a footman, just like him. I have no authority.”

      “And if you had the authority?”

      “I’d kick his ass and put him back to work. We need every last pair of able arms, and a quick ass-kicking might be just what he needed to regain some of his courage.”

      “Perfect. You’re no longer a footsoldier. You are a corporal, and the rest of you are witnesses. You answer to the sergeants. Now, put this soldier back on the line. If he does anything like this again, I will hold you personally responsible. You will have the authority to execute the punishment you see fit. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Sir,” the corporal said.

      I turned my back and heard the sweet sound of discipline. The Dionossi army had a lot of potential, and I’d just raised the bar.

      It was likely the enemy predators had spotted me. Now, they’d be careful to stay out of my sight.

      Still, I returned to my perch on top of the palace and waited. It remained the best lookout. If the Xeno could see me, it was likely they’d try to draw me down for a confrontation. Shortly after I’d returned up there, my attention was drawn to new sounds of rifle fire. It was erupting from a narrow alley, and as I watched, a soldier stepped from behind a building and started shooting at his fellow troops.

      The defenders were in shock. They dove for cover, aimed their rifles to return fire, but didn’t shoot their attacker. They obviously didn’t have a protocol for such a thing, and it had probably never happened before.

      I understood exactly what was happening though. I quickly scanned the path that would get me there fastest and found a small building, probably an old pumphouse from when the city still had water. Its doorway wasn’t facing me, so I couldn’t tell if it was open or not. It was the perfect place for a sneaky Xeno to hide and wait for me to pass by.

      They were fools to think they could outsmart me. The best way to catch them was to play their game. I drew Ebon and slid down the side of the palace. In case the Xeno were watching, I wanted to make sure I gave them every opportunity to believe they’d fooled me. My only regret was that they wouldn't live long enough to learn their lesson.

      I hit the ground and ran down the street I’d picked. It was the shortest path and would lead me right next to the small stone building.

      As I approached the pumphouse, the gunfire became more rapid. The predator controlling the unfortunate soldier wanted me to believe I needed to hurry. Instead, I focused on what I was about to do and nothing else. I hadn’t been promoted to Major within the Martian Storm Marines and assigned as the Chief Instructor for the combat school for nothing.

      As I approached the small building, I held Ebon in both hands just above knee-level. The blade cut into and through the wall, only slowing me a little. The stone was hard, but Ebon was sharp, and in less than a second, I’d cut through the entire wall and door.

      I stopped and raised Ebon to high guard, waiting for a counterattack—which never came. The door to the building was slightly ajar, and the sound of acidic hissing came from inside. I fired seven shots into the building before kicking the door off its hinges. The predator lay on the ground, cut off just below its knees with three smoking holes in its thorax.

      That would piss the queen off. The thought warmed my heart.

      The gunfire stopped almost immediately. Shouted orders from the troops told me they’d finally recovered their senses and were rallying, closing in on the suspected traitor. I knew, however, that all they would find would be a soldier with a fist-sized hole in the back of his head. The predator had already destroyed the man’s brain and used its fist to control his body.

      I rushed back to the top of the palace. I was beginning to feel like a comic book hero, gazing out across a city full of crime, wondering if anything I did made a difference.

      My situation was different though. The citizens of Dionos were generally well-behaved. They cared for each other as much as any citizens of any city could. There was still a level of selfishness and greed, but only to a degree that would always be found among any people.

      I looked first to the area the gunfire had come from, then let my eyes roam, widening my search as quickly as possible, searching for the hazy blue glow of my enemy. The creature had probably fled the moment I’d killed its comrade. It wasn’t as fast as me though. It couldn’t have gone far.

      I spotted it a moment later as it snuck into one of the upper doors of the refinery.

      An interesting choice, I thought. I wondered if it thought the uncomfortable environment would be the last place I’d look and therefore would make a good place to rest. Hiding was probably the best thing it could do, given I was on its tail. If it wanted to die in a hot, filthy refinery, who was I to argue?

      But I needed to keep the place under surveillance. So, instead of running through the streets, which would have been faster, I slid halfway down the palace and leaped, landing on a nearby building. Doing so allowed me to keep the refinery in sight. There was still a chance the predator could sneak out a door on the opposite side.

      I kept my eyes fixed as I leapfrogged between buildings. When I arrived, I chose the same door it had entered. I drew my pistol and my sword, kicked the door open, and rolled through the control room and onto the walkway. I wasn’t attacked.

      The interior of the building was just as hot as ever. The two furnaces were still active, and two glowing 30-foot-wide cauldrons of magma cooked above them. A third huge cauldron remained off to one side, unused.

      I checked the walkway on the other side of the building, nearly 100 feet away, but it was unoccupied. The platform where the first queen had died was vacant as well.

      Several smaller pots, only about 10 feet wide, lay on the other side of the building in the dirt. Two others hung from the machinery that would move them around when necessary.

      I ignored the cauldrons above the fires. It would be far too hot for the Xeno to be anywhere near them. Likely, the creature would burst into flame if it tried. I couldn't see inside the smaller ones that were hanging from the ceiling though, and the three on the ground would also provide decent concealment. The predator could be hiding under, in, or behind any of them.

      The doors on the opposite side of the building were all closed. The creature might have been smart enough to close the doors behind itself, but leaving would have made it vulnerable again. No, I decided, it’s here. It’s waiting for me. The queen still thinks she can win.

      “This is a war you cannot win,” a high-pitched gurgling voice said from somewhere. “You should surrender now and avoid inevitable suffering. You have stolen the food. But, I will forgive you. Surrender now, and you may live. Leave the city. Leave the region. Leave the planet. It is mine. I have claimed it as my own.”

      The words came from a mouth not its own. I slowly made my way toward the rear of the building. The words echoed from every surface, making it difficult to know where they came from.

      “I know you think that,” I replied, hoping to draw the creature out. “But I think you’re just a stupid bug. You’re savage and weak at once. You’re only one small step above mold. Your kind is a disease, spreading throughout the galaxy, consuming everything like a disgusting swarm of locusts. You have no class, no skills. You only eat, breed, and spread. You’re a virus, and I’m the cure. Oh, and you fucking stink.”

      The thin voice spoke, wet words pouring through a mouth filled with blood. “I’m amused,” it said.

      Keep talking, I thought. You’re inside one of these two hanging pots. Now, I just have to figure out which one.

      “My people have been fighting the Xeno for a long time,” I continued. “Do you know what we do with your kind when we catch you?”

      I waited, but there was no response.

      “We crush you beneath our boots,” I said. “We grind your nasty little guts into the dirt. It’s what I’ve done to thousands of your soldiers so far. It’s how you deal with pesky bugs. It’s what I’m going to do to you.”

      I waited, but there was still no response. Perhaps it realized it was giving its hiding place away. I was within 30 feet of both pots. It knew where I was. It was waiting for me to choose the wrong one. When I did, it would either escape or dive from the other pot and attack, forcing me to fight up close. It obviously thought such a trick would give it an advantage.

      It was wrong.

      What it didn’t know was that I had no intention of fighting fair. Instead, I quietly removed two grenades from my belt. Since I didn’t know which one contained the predator, it was worth expending both to get the job done.

      “Tell me something,” I said. “When I kill your soldiers, do you feel their pain?”

      I didn’t expect a response, and I didn’t receive one. I armed both grenades, one in each hand, and tossed them into the bowls with impeccable aim.

      The predator’s reaction was immediate. It leaped straight up, caught the mechanism holding the bowl to the machinery, and had its lower half vaporized in the explosion a half-second later.

      The hideous creature turned its buggy eyes toward me. Its face was almost human, if its human mother had been raped by a giant cockroach. Its guts hissed as they fell from its body through the bottomless ring that used to be a huge cauldron and onto the refinery’s dirt floor.

      I finished it with a single shot from my pistol, right between its eyes. It fell through the ring and onto the dirt with a soft thump.

      After checking the room to make sure there were no other enemies, I holstered my pistol and sheathed my sword. Then, I leaned against the rail of the walkway. This is where it all started, I mused. This is also where it all went wrong.

      The spot where the first queen had died still had stains where her guts had splashed across the metal surface. I’d learned that there was more than one queen. I’d also learned not to underestimate my enemy.

      She was hiding safely in her hive, out of reach of the best technology the Dionossi could use against here. She was also trapped, though I didn’t know how I could use that to my advantage.

      In frustration, I yanked hard on the handrail, ripping a 3-foot section of it free. I threw it across the room. It sparked when it hit one of the big pots cooking above the furnace, and an idea began to germinate in my mind. It was wicked, cruel, and deliciously simple. It was also clever and game-changing—even game-ending. Titus Rufus would be furious, but I didn’t give one damn.
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      It is not too late to surrender. I will show you mercy. I am benevolent. This is my planet. You do not have to remain here. You may flee. I will allow you to leave unharmed.

      The Xeno queen was a coward. She was outmatched, outgunned, and outclassed. So now, she’d changed tack, no longer threatening to kill me. A swan song.

      I had defeated her everywhere but in her hive, her only lasting advantage. She’d stormed the city, twice, and lost, twice. One of her major supply depots was gone. Her prisoners had been freed. When she’d tried to get me on my way out, she’d lost again.

      You fought valiantly, but this is not your war. This is not your planet. You are from elsewhere, far away. You are different than these beings. You think and feel differently. These people are destined to become food. Why would you die for food? It does not make sense.

      I dropped from the catwalk to the floor of the refinery, sending up a small cloud of dust around my feet. It didn’t matter if I was quiet anymore. My plan didn’t require me to be sneaky. In fact, I planned on being anything but sneaky until the queen was dead.

      Save yourself. It would be wasteful to sacrifice your life for those who were doomed from the day they were born. The food would not sacrifice itself for you. They owe you nothing, and you owe them nothing. Live long somewhere far away from here. Take your females with you and leave. I will not harm you if you leave. Leave now. Leave.

      She was grasping at straws, hoping something she said would resonate with me. None of it did, and none of it would. She thought she knew me, but she didn’t know anything about me. I made sure I transmitted my impassivity, and felt her bristle in response.

      I formed words in my mind and pushed them at her. “You are a coward,” I said. “You are a useless, carrion-feeding insect. You are lower than the cockroach.” I sent her an image of a typical cockroach, but I added a curly multi-colored wig and honking red nose to the bug as well.

      “We have weapons to take your kind out,” I continued. I sent her an image of a flyswatter. “You’re worthless, a mere nuisance. Your kind will be eliminated from the galaxy, and you are not worthy to be called ‘queen.’”

      I marched over to one of the empty pots lying on the ground and tested its weight. It was heavy, probably weighing more than a ton, but not too heavy for me. It was the only way to accomplish my plan, so I hoisted the heavy pot onto my shoulder, took it to the main entrance of the refinery, and set it down.

      I could have thrown the thing through the front door, but there was no need to cause unnecessary destruction. The people of Dionos would have enough work ahead of them as they cleaned up the mess in the coming days and months. But the door wouldn’t budge, so I was forced to break its lock.

      I slid the doors open and stepped outside. There was a bug-hole about 30 yards away. Four soldiers milled around it, only partially paying attention to the deep, dark opening. It didn’t look like they’d seen any action in quite some time, but I was about to change that. I hoisted the heavy pot onto my shoulder and marched toward them.

      One of the soldiers noticed me and let out a small squeak, making the rest of them look up too. Their expressions were surprised, then changed to shock and wonder, and finally settled somewhere in between the three.

      “Any activity at this location?” I asked, looking around as if people carried 2,000-pound pots on their shoulders every day.

      “No, Sir,” one of the soldiers said. “Nothing for a long time. It’s been quiet here.”

      “Good,” I said; it was exactly what I wanted to hear. “I have a plan, but to make it work, I need all of you to leave. Right now.”

      “I’m sorry, Sir,” another soldier said, stepping forward, “but we are under orders to remain here at our post. And I need to ask, what are you doing with—”

      “I know why you’re here,” I said, feigning impatience. “And you’ve done a fine job. Really, you should be commended. In fact, I will tell General Cassius myself what fine soldiers you are. But now, it’s time to leave.”

      The four soldiers exchanged uncertain glances. Two of them stepped forward and jammed their force staves into the ground.

      I sighed and bounced the heavy pot in my hand. “Do you really think a forcefield will stop me?” I asked.

      The men exchanged more glances before the one in the rear motioned for the two others to step back.

      “Do you mind if I call this in, Sir?” he asked.

      “Help yourself,” I said, “but don’t take too long.”

      I needed the men to leave, but I didn’t want to have to hurt them to make it happen. My reputation among the Dionossi was excellent, and if I was going to enlist them in my war against the Xeno, it needed to remain that way.

      If they stayed, they might try to prevent me from doing what I was about to do next. I wouldn’t have blamed them; I was about to put a serious strain on the city’s economy. They might also get in the way and die a fiery death. It was simply safer if they were gone.

      The guard lifted his hand to his mouth and whispered into his helmet. A moment later, all four looked surprised and stared at me.

      “Prefect Balbus says to do as you order,” the guard said. “Sorry, Sir. I meant no disrespect.”

      “It’s fine,” I said, “but you’re still standing here.”

      The guards saluted, turned, and hurried away. Finally, I was alone.

      Part one of my plan was complete. I had the queen’s attention. It was exactly what I needed, though I would have to ramp up the hate to complete my plan.

      Your entire species will become my slaves. I will choose among you those who are most fit for breeding—the dull-minded meaty men, the round, wide-hipped women. Do you think you fit that category? That you will be suffered to keep your life to serve as a seed donor, forced into erection with electric shocks and led into flabby female baby-ovens? Not even that—you’d be the first to be slaughtered. Your species will breed and produce food for my children. Your people will never know peace. They are stupid and weak. They are food. They will suffer.

      “Keep it up,” I thought to the queen. “I’m going to turn your entire species into one big, greasy spot on the ground. I’ve already killed two of your queens. Do you think I’ll break my teeth on a third helping? You’re going to be next, and I’m going to make it hurt.”

      Those queens were weak. They deserved to die. By killing them, you have made my species stronger. You have removed the weak from our gene pool. I am to thank you.

      “How strong will your species be when all of your queens are dead?” I asked.

      I lifted the heavy pot to my shoulder, slammed the rim of it into the ground at the edge of the bug-hole and started digging. I dragged the pot 10 feet, digging a 6-foot-deep trench in the ground. Then, I dumped the dirt to one side and repeated the process.

      We are strong. We are many. My patience with you is wearing thin. You should be begging for my forgiveness.

      “Tell me something,” I thought to the queen, “are you always this frazzled? I mean, one minute, you say you’re ready to forgive me. Then, you threaten me. Then, you go back to being nice. Then, not so much. You realize you need a partner to do good cop, bad cop? Oh, right, I killed all your friends. You have some serious mental health issues in that little, buggy brain of yours, don’t you?”

      I continued to dig as a wave of hatred flowed over me from the queen. She was angry, but not angry enough.

      “Tell me something,” I thought to her as I continued to dig. “Why is it you never see more than one queen at a location? Could it be that the queens don’t trust each other? So much for Xeno loyalty, huh? Or, maybe it’s because queens eat each other. Is that it? Are you a species of nasty cannibals?”

      The queen’s reaction was delicious. It washed over me like a wave of prickly, unseen heat. I’d touched a nerve, and it was a big, sensitive one. I almost laughed.

      “Do you even have any males down there with you?” I thought to the queen, a sweat breaking on my brow. Digging the huge trench was hard work. I was sweating for the first time in a long time, but I was almost done. I had reached the doorway of the refinery,but still had some work to do. Luckily, there were no large boulders hidden in the ground.

      “Why would the males stay?” I continued. “Why would they want to breed with a queen as fat, weak, and pathetic as you? Oh, sorry—did you already eat them? You do seem to have some trouble keeping that gelatinous trap of yours in check.”

      The queen’s reaction was far more reserved than her last response, but I could tell it had pissed her off even more. Instead of raging she’d simply decided that I needed to die. The thought made me happy. I’d pushed her over the edge.

      It made me think of Skrew. He was a master at infuriating his enemies. It was what had almost gotten him killed in the first place. He’d insulted the wrong person and had been sentenced to be pecked to death by a bunch of ugly bird-like creatures while being trapped in a narrow, tall cage. I wondered if he’d felt like laughing every time he’d driven an enemy to the brink of losing their minds. I couldn’t help myself; I laughed and sent my glee to the queen in a thought.

      I have decided you no longer deserve mercy. You will die slowly. I will not starve you before I set my children upon you. Theywill find a soft spot to chew through—something painful. Perhaps it will have to climb inside you to find the right place to start. At my command, it will eat the least vital parts of your body first. You will live, feeling every bite. You will suffer—

      I sent her the image of a cockroach wearing a clown costume again, which interrupted her thoughts. “You’ve said that before,” I thought to her. “You don’t seem to have the best memory either. You must be getting old—another thing to make you, ahem, more of a catch for the Xeno lads, I presume. Nagging, nagging, repeating… All I need to do is wait, and you’ll prove your weakness again. You’ll try to negotiate with me. You’ll promise me mercy again. You’ll eventually beg me to show you mercy. However, I’ve never shown you or any of your kind mercy. I am death, and I’m coming for you.”

      I was almost done with my 30-yard trench. In two or three scoops, I’d be able to work on the final part of my plan, but I had to stop for a moment. The amount of hate that washed up from the queen coursed through me, and I have to admit, I was taken aback. I had never felt or known anyone with that kind of hatred in my entire life. It was visceral, and powerful enough to spoil milk from 100 miles away. It was too perfect.

      “If you weren’t so cowardly,” I thought to the queen, “you’d fight me and settle this.”

      There was no response.

      I let her chew on that for a minute as I jumped to the walkway and entered the control room where I’d entered the refinery the first time. It only took a few seconds for me to check the controls, test a few of them out, and know exactly what I needed to do.

      I left the room, dropped back to the dirt floor, and walked back to the bug-hole. After double-checking there weren’t any soldiers around, I sent the queen another thought.

      “If you weren’t such a coward, you’d stay put. Then, we could meet face-to-face. I wouldn’t  have to go looking for you to cut your head off. You know you’re just postponing the inevitable. And by the way, after I do cut your head off, I’m going to use your skull as a portable toilet… or maybe a hat… I haven’t decided. Maybe you can give me some ideas when we have our chat down in your shithole. You seem to be quite inspired when it comes to disgusting cruelty.”

      Yes, come to me. Show me your courage, human. I am waiting for you.

      I reached out with my mind and searched for the queen. Beatrix was better at it, but I’d infuriated her enough to make it easy.

      “Jacob,” Beatrix said over the comm, “I am detecting—”

      I turned off my helmet’s communication device. I needed to focus. The queen had moved a little closer, but she wasn’t where I needed her to be.

      “You’re still hiding,” I thought to her. “You’re a coward. I think I’m going to have to do what a friend of mine has suggested. I’m going to take a rifle, shove it up your ass, and pull the trigger. He’ll be a little sad that he didn’t get to be there to see it, but he’ll be glad you’re dead. You have a big enough ass I’m sure, so I think the rifle will fit.”

      It will take too long, you blind fool.You are weak, so I will come to you.

      It was almost too easy. I didn’t have to insult her mother. I didn’t have to climb part of the way down the hole and hope I could get back out before I was attacked—nothing.

      I reached out with my mind and easily found her again. She had no intention of hiding from me any longer. I had to give her that; she wouldn’t cower until the moment I executed her. She was moving, and so were some of her soldiers. I caught glimpses of them skittering through a deep tunnel. There were hundreds of them. Not enough to overrun the city, but enough to cause me some serious trouble if I made good on my threat and delved into the deep, dark hive.

      She stopped exactly where I wanted her and screamed a challenge. A few seconds later, the ground I was standing on fell away. The two harbingers who’d quietly chiseled their way through the tunnel floor fled. I allowed them to leave. I didn’t want to shoot them in the back and cause the queen to move again.

      “Are you ready for me?” I called down the passageway.

      I am here, and I await you. Come to me, mighty warrior. Come to me if you are not a coward.

      To me, it sounded like a double dog dare, a game Martian boys played when there was nothing else to do. I hadn’t fallen for it since childhood, and there was no way I’d fall for it now. Instead, I sprinted back to the control room.

      Three seconds later, I pulled a lever and watched as both large pots quietly rumbled toward the main entrance of the refinery. When they reached the spot I needed them to be, I pushed the lever back up and twisted a knob a few degrees.

      Both pots began to pitch to the right a little, slowly revealing their molten contents as it crept toward the lower edges. When they had almost spilled, I twisted the knob hard.

      Two sparkling red and yellow fountains of molten metal poured out onto the refinery’s dirt floor. The cascade of death filled the 30-yard trench I’d dug and flowed through it and out of the main entrance like a river through Hell.

      The blast of heat from the spilled ocean of metal was overwhelming. I left through the outside door and dropped to the dirt below. I ran alongside the river, watching small, dry weeds burst into flame, some over 10 feet away from the trench. Any life within 10 yards that might have survived in the soil had now definitively been terminated.

      I ran alongside as closely as I could, and when the molten metal reached the hole and poured into it like a funnel, I stopped and waited. Ten seconds later, I felt a flash of surprise from the queen. It was followed a millisecond later by a flash of her excruciating pain, and then… nothing. The molten river continued to flow in eerie silence.

      I turned my communicator back on. “Something has happened,” Beatrix said. “I can no longer sense the queen.”

      It was exactly what I wanted to hear.
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      I stood 30 feet from the bug-hole and waited for any sign that my plan might not have worked. I was preparing myself to find another hole to climb into. No matter what, I had to end the battle and free the planet. It would be another stronghold in the galaxy-wide war against a common enemy, and I would not leave it vulnerable.

      As the seconds turned into minutes, I gained more confidence. I searched for the queen with my mind. I sent every insult I could think of, but there was no response.

      “Did you do something?” Reaver asked over the comm. “The Xeno—they’ve stopped. They’re not coming out of the hole anymore, and they’re not even fighting back. Is the queen dead? Did you kill her?”

      “I did,” I transmitted.

      “The mighty warrior Jacob,” Beatrix said. She spoke slowly, her voice a silky, gravelly whisper. I knew what it meant even before she added, “I will have to reward you.” I looked forward to it.

      “Later,” I said. Then, I sprinted back to the palace. I needed to check on Rufus, to see if he’d recovered his wits now that the queen was dead. When I arrived, I found the entrance to the palace locked.

      “Skrew,” I transmitted, “it’s Jacob. Open the door.”

      There was a 10-second delay as those inside verified it was me outside the door. Five guards whispered among themselves before I heard heavy bolts being slide aside. A moment later, the doors swung open, and I got my first close-up look at the new and improved mech.

      The armor looked like polished silver. The loose wires and exposed hinges had been concealed beneath crafted metal plates and housings. The mini-cannon around the left arm was still there, but it looked like all the parts had been replaced. I had no doubt the parts I couldn't see had been replaced as well.

      The mech stood on four articulated toes, three in the front and one in the back. The longer I inspected it, the more I thought it looked like a vicious, headless dinosaur. I looked forward to seeing it in battle.

      “Skrew is shiny, yes?” the vrak asked, flexing for me.

      “Yes,” I replied, “very shiny.”

      “Maybe the Lady Alba will—”

      “Sorry, not now,” I interrupted for more than one reason.

      Skrew stepped out of the way and allowed me access to the palace. The moment I stepped inside, soldiers, controllers, and even Prefect Balbus erupted into cheers and applause. I waved to them, but I didn’t have time to talk. I needed to see what had become of the titus. But before I could make it to his cell, I was interrupted again.

      “Jacob,” Enra said, “Joker’s okay. He’s going to live. Nyna’s working on him now. The surgeon said the parasite was still small. He was able to remove it. Your friend’s going to be okay.”

      “Thank you,” I said. Interruptions like that were always welcome.

      

      We have brought peace to Dionos through you. We are pleased.

      

      It was the voice of the Lakunae. I didn’t know if everything we’d been through had actually been part of their plan, or if they’d decided to take credit for it anyway. At the moment, I didn’t care. I’d made it to Rufus’ cell in the war room.

      The titus sat with his back against the far wall, head hanging low.

      “Titus Rufus,” I said. “Will you speak with me?”

      “What’s the point?” Rufus asked.

      “The point is that the queen is dead. I need to know how you feel.”

      “How I feel?” he asked, raising a sorrowful face toward me. He held both hands out like he was waiting for me to hand him the words he was searching for. “How I feel? I feel like a failed leader. I allowed a Cimex to control me… to control my mind. I allowed a disgusting creature to control my emotions. Strong leaders don’t allow that to happen. I have failed as titus. I’m no leader. I’m not worthy of the Dionossi.” With that, he hung his head again.

      Soft footsteps from behind drew my attention. I glanced over my shoulder and saw General Cassius approaching. He held his helmet under one arm and wore a satisfied expression as he looked at me.

      “Well done, Jacob,” he said. “The Dionossi owe you a great debt.” He held out his fist, which I met with my own. Then, we turned our attention back to Rufus, who looked small in his prison.

      I turned to a soldier in the room and said, “Drop the forcefield in front of both their cells. They are free.”

      The soldier turned to Cassius, who nodded his assent. A moment later, both forcefields vanished with a snap of power.

      I waited, but Rufus only sat there, arms across his knees and face buried somewhere within.

      “You are free,” I said to Rufus.

      “What’s the point?” Rufus repeated.

      I thought about the question for a moment before motioning for the nearby soldiers to leave the room. They did so without hesitation.

      Lady Alba began to cry great, heaving sobs. “It’s all gone,” she said. “Everything we worked so hard for is gone.”

      I thought of the million gallons of gold I’d poured into the nearly bottomless pit. There was no way she could have known about that yet, so I guessed she was speaking of her husband’s political career. It was difficult for me to muster any sympathy. I was no politician, and I had yet to meet a single one I trusted.

      Reaver and Beatrix came into the room next. Reaver stopped to my left, Beatrix to my right.

      “Cassius should be titus,” Rufus said. “He has shown nothing but leadership. I will speak to the Senate and make it so.”

      Cassius coughed uncomfortably. “Titus Rufus,” he said, “I am honored, but I am no politician. I am a warrior. It’s all I know. I don’t understand politics. I don’t understand how to be nice to people I don’t like or how to make friends with those I don’t trust. It’s a skill I lack and am too old to learn. We are men of different professions, but both of us are necessary. You still hold my respect, Sir. You are still my titus, and if ordered by the Senate to take your place, I would choose exile instead.”

      Rufus raised his head. His face held a perplexed and shocked expression. “You would give up supreme leadership?”

      “No. I would refuse it. I don’t believe you’re still under the Cimex queen’s control. She’s dead. Therefore, I cede control of the Dionossi army back to you, my titus.” He ended his words with a salute, pounding his fist into his breastplate twice.

      Rufus stood, straightened his clothing, and walked straight up to the general. “I know why you imprisoned me,” he said. “I know why you went to the Senate. I don’t blame you. You did the right thing. There will be no memory of this and no repercussions. In fact, you’ve shown loyalty to our people and the strength worthy of a general. I’m glad to know you, and I’m glad you were here. From now until the day I die, I will consider you my personal friend.”

      Cassius looked shocked for a moment, but his expression quickly melted into a soft smile. There was nothing left to say.

      Titus Rufus turned to me. “You came here as a stranger,” he said. “You risked your life and those of your companions to ensure the safety of a people you owed no loyalty to. For that, we can never repay you. The closest I can come is to name you Champion of the Dionossi. It is the highest honor I can give. It comes with no obligations and no responsibilities except to continue to bring honor to the Dionossi. You will always be welcome here, and you may demand to assemble the Senate at any time and speak before them. They will listen to you. Your words will carry much weight.”

      “It also comes with a hefty prize—all paid in pure gold,” the general murmured from the corner of his mouth.

      Rufus laughed, but the sound was tired. “Indeed, it does.”

      “About that,” I said, “I need to tell you something. I dumped all your gold into a bug-hole to kill the queen.”

      Everyone in the room froze. I felt like I was on stage and had forgotten my lines.

      “You took the gold from the treasury?” Cassius asked.

      “No, I used the molten stuff in the refinery.”

      “Oh,” Rufus said. “Well, that’s not so terrible. And it put the gold to good use, wouldn’t you say, General Cassius?”

      “I would, Titus,” Cassius agreed. “Very clever.”

      “That’s not a problem,” Rufus said. “One of the things we like to do in Dionos is to provide employment to our citizens. We will pay the people to pull it back out of the hole. Then, we’ll melt it down again. In fact, that was a lot of gold, soe may have to bring in workers from outside the city to accomplish this task. I assure you there is enough gold in the treasury to pay for this project many times over.”

      “Is there anything you require from us?” Cassius asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “You must let the other towns and cities know what happened here. They have to know that no matter what benefits a queen could bring, it’s not worth the risk. All they bring in the end is death and destruction. Also, you need to order them to install enough anti-aircraft guns to ensure no queen ever gains a foothold on the planet again. You should task your engineers to come up with new and creative ways to help ensure it. Now that the planet is without a queen, it’s ripe for the picking. Cimex queens seem to be able to tell when one of their own dies. The planet will look like a power void that all of them will want to fill.”

      “I will add to our defenses,” Rufus said. “Never again will a Cimex queen plant her seed here. We will share all our discoveries with the other towns and cities. We will build factories to produce defensive equipment.”

      “That sounds perfect,” I said. 

      Rufus made a face I didn’t understand. His eyes darted back and forth among those present. He glanced over his shoulder to his wife, who stood and nodded solemnly to him.“Actually,” he said, finally turning to me, “I’ve thought of another honor I can bestow upon you.”

      Rufus lifted his arm, curled his fingers into a fist, and offered it to me.

      General Cassius gasped.

      I accepted his offer and pressed my fist to his. “You have honored me,” I told him.

      “No,” Rufus said, “you have honored the Dionossi.”

      A moment later, we lowered our fists and stood in silence.

      Beatrix gasped, and I turned to see what was wrong.

      “I heard a voice,” she said. “A powerful voice. It said that it is free.”

      “A Xeno voice?” I asked, curling my fingers into fists.

      Beatrix shook her head. “No,” she whispered, “a human voice. A powerful human voice.”

      “From where?” I asked.

      Beatrix closed her eyes and turned slowly around as she lifted her arm all the way up and extended a finger. “From far away,” she whispered. She stopped and kept her finger pointing to a spot nearly straight up. “From there.”

      End of Book 3
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