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      “Serrano is here to see you.”

      Alex Hawthorne grabbed his VR headset and pulled it down, ending the virtual tour of the space colony of Vesta. He wasn’t sad to be torn away from the headset, especially since he was tired of watching it after a full hour.

      He released a sigh, glancing over at the entrance. He saw his good friend and former brother-in-law, Rick Bishop, standing by his private room’s door.

      “Who’s Serrano?” asked Alex, his eyebrow raised.

      “You remember Serrano,” replied Rick in a low voice. “The big guy from orientation? The loud mouth? Remember now?”

      Rick gave him the kind of look that told Alex that Serrano was trouble. He also used his arms to gesture at Serrano’s size, showcasing the muscular frame of the man. At that moment, Alex finally remembered just who Serrano was, and the fact that he, of all people, was here to see him wasn’t a good sign.

      “Send him in then,” replied Alex, adjusting himself in his moderate sized cabin so that he had his back to the wall. At least if this meeting went sideways, he’d be prepared for trouble.

      Rick opened the door to their small room, allowing entry to a man that looked nothing short of dangerous. Alex remembered the way Serrano threw his weight around at orientation, making a number of demands and not respecting the staff on the colony ship, but then again, that could have applied to a half dozen other guys as well.

      What else could be expected from a ship full of criminals?

      “Ah, Alex Hawthorne, getting settled in, I see?” said Serrano, moving closer to Alex and extending his hand.

      Alex took his hand in greeting, noting how firm the shake was. Serrano had a powerful build with an impressive upper torso and thick legs. He had a full neck and a scar that ran from his ear lobe straight down his jaw. His hair was jet black and his eyes were a dull brown.

      He seemed like the most dangerous kind of enemy. The kind that would invite you to a sit-down dinner only to poison your wine and take pleasure from watching you die.

      “You can say that,” replied Alex as he gestured to his VR headset. “Although I’m tired of watching the prompts about the colony.”

      Serrano scoffed and then started to laugh. “Ah yes, the colony of Vesta. Men vanish due to aliens attacking. Now the leaders need fresh meat to stabilize the population and fight back. A noble purpose that brings us all together, no? I was only too eager to answer the call for help. Who wouldn’t be for the purpose of resupplying the male stock at our furthest colony?”

      Serrano could barely contain his laughter, shaking his head in disgust at the words he’d just said.

      Alex raised an eyebrow. “Not like we had much of a choice.”

      “No, you’re right about that,” said Serrano, shaking his finger. “And I’ll say that this fate beats rotting away in a prison for the rest of my life. I never thought I’d be one to be travelling through space to another world. And yet here I am, fifty light-years from home. It’s still better than Earth though.”

      “That’s something we can agree on,” replied Alex.

      In the years since the Great Expansion, there weren’t many left on Earth these days. Most of those capable or intelligent enough had escaped to other space colonies. Those that were left mostly lived a squalid existence, save for one group of people.

      “I heard you were a veteran of the Orbital Wars,” said Serrano, changing the subject. “Now that’s fighting I would’ve loved to see. I heard it was brutal and raw, and almost entirely without mercy. Gangs of men fighting for different barons on Earth’s orbital ring. It sounds like a hell of a good time.”

      “It wasn’t,” Alex replied flatly.

      Simply put, it was hell. It was a chapter of his life that he’d been wanting to forget. He fought for one of the richer lords as a soldier and raider, frequently called upon to both defend their territory and expand it. The truth was that he was just as happy as everyone else when the Consortium banned the use of private armies on the orbital ring.

      And of course, it was that event that indirectly led to his current condition.

      Serrano gave him an odd look, most likely since he wasn’t used to being rebuffed in such a manner. He didn’t address it directly and pivoted instead.

      “All I’m saying is that you know how to fight. And in times like these, it couldn’t hurt to have several like-minded men joining together to watch out for their own interests. Especially with where we’re going.”

      “Like-minded men?” asked Alex. “Is that what you call your gang of thugs?”

      “Alex,” warned Rick in a low voice.

      Alex turned to stare at his friend, recognizing the look of fear on his face. In his own way, Rick was trying to warn him about speaking to Serrano in such a manner.

      Serrano started to laugh—a wicked garble that sounded as deadly as he looked. “You should pay attention to your friend. I’m not sure if you know of my reputation, but I’m usually one to be treated with respect.”

      “You’ll have to forgive me then,” said Alex. “Because I’m not one to offer respect to murderers.”

      “Are we not all murderers?” asked Serrano, grinning cruelly. “After all, I read your file, Hawthorne. What you did to those poor men was terrible.”

      “You have no idea why I did what I did,” replied Alex. “And if this is your way of getting me on your side, you’re mistaken.”

      Finally, some anger appeared in Serrano’s eyes. “You’d be wise to listen to what I have to say. This affects everyone on this ship. You can turn me away at your own expense, but a man with half a brain would listen to my offer.”

      Alex found himself taking a deep breath. He knew that Serrano was someone who couldn’t be trusted but he found himself intrigued by the promise of an offer, especially given their current conditions. With them due to arrive in the 51 Pegasi system within the week, this journey that had taken nearly a year was almost at an end.

      So… what kind of plan did Serrano have?

      “I’m listening then,” said Alex, sitting down in his chair. “What do you have to say?”

      Serrano sneered and mimicked his movements, also sitting down. He reclined all the way back and put his hands together in his lap.

      “There’s a reason why I want a group of men put together,” explained Serrano. “That reason is because I have no desire to go to Vesta whatsoever. This whole grand mission of resupplying the male stock of a troubled colony doesn’t interest me in the slightest.”

      Rick was the one that actually gasped. “But that’s what we signed up for. And it’s not like it’s that terrible of an assignment.”

      Serrano didn’t break his gaze to look at Rick. He kept his eyes trained on Alex as he continued to speak.

      “That’s what all these colonies say to help sell the illusion,” Serrano said with a snort.

      Alex chuckled. The gruff man wasn’t wrong. The colonies were known for treating people like cattle that needed to breed to help investors recoup costs. No one wanted to go to the small outposts for good reasons… Unless they were desperate.

      “Yeah, women are treated like sows, and we’re meant to die overworked, drained, and so exhausted that we welcome the end,” Alex said with a snort. “Rick is right, it’s still not a bad gig.”

      “They say that women outnumber men in Vesta nearly five to one. Most men with half a brain think that this will be good for us, that we’ll all get five women apiece for the rest of our lives. I read between the lines though, Hawthorne. Those women that live on Vesta have been used to running their lives without too many men around.”

      Serrano paused, shaking his head. The gruff man sighed with a distant stare before he continued, “I don’t think we’re going to a man’s paradise… No, we’re going to a woman's paradise where men get eaten by bear-hybrids!”

      Alex raised an eyebrow. “The Jargar?”

      “Yeah, I heard rumors they’ve been eating men instead of women for their testicles!”

      The two of them snickered while Serrano stayed deadly serious. Alex patted a hand down. “Okay, yeah. Vesta has an alien problem. A few smart shots and the Jargar die. But without those pesky bear-humanoids creating a need for fresh meat, we’d be rotting in a cell. I’m leaning towards killing my fair share while living a good life in this colony. Plus, I’ve looked at the mining profits. While not amazing, they’re decent. A man can earn a lot mining there or protecting those who mine.”

      Serrano tossed his hands in the air. “With harlots! Those harpies are going to be insufferable, and we’ll be nothing more than slaves to them. It sounds like pure hell to me, and I’ll never let myself be under the command of a woman. It’s because of a woman that I was even put in prison in the first place. I’ll never give another one control over my life.” Stabbing his thumb into his chest.

      “Don’t you think it’s a little quick to jump to conclusions?” asked Alex, waving his hands around as if uncertain. “We know nothing about Vesta beyond what we’ve seen here on the ship in the training modules. It really could be a chance to start over.”

      Serrano shook his head. “If the deal was worth taking, they wouldn’t have offered it to us. And I think they are making light of this situation with the bear-like aliens on Vesta. What else would have killed all those men? There’s something they’re not telling us, and I’m not going there to find out.”

      “So what do you propose?” asked Alex. “What’s your plan B?”

      Serrano grinned. “Have you ever heard of Dangallu? In the HD154354 system?”

      Alex shrugged. “Who hasn’t? It’s a lawless system where anything goes. It’s the only system where slavery hasn’t been fully stomped out from what I hear, and it’s only because the fleets of the Alliance don't go there because of all the decently armed pirates.”

      “Exactly my point,” said Serrano, putting his hands behind his head. “It’s the perfect system for a bunch of criminals to find new homes. You’ll never have to worry about the battleships of the Alliance finding us there. Now that’s a real place to start over, and I hear we can purchase all the slaves we need. Even a few women to go along with us. If you want multiple women, that’s the way to get them. Not Vesta.”

      “How would you get there though?” asked Alex. “This ship is going straight to Vesta and then it’s turning around to Earth. Earth is another year’s travel away even at faster-than-light speed, and that’s assuming you could bring the ship under your control.”

      Serrano leaned in closer. “That’s where it would pay to have numbers on our side. The HD154354 system is on a tangent with our current travel path, meaning that we are just as close to it now as we’ve ever been. It would be nothing to reroute the ship toward Dangallu, and we would have more than enough supplies to last us until we get there. All we’d have to do is take over the ship.”

      At this point, Serrano shrugged like he didn’t have a care in the world. “And I’ve been watching the crew that works this ship. The men are weak. None of them have seen any real combat and most of them look like they don’t get enough to eat. Now you, Hawthorne, you have a reputation. I think you’re a good fighter, and I’ve heard about your actions during the Orbital Wars. With a man like you by my side, no one would stand between us and taking over this ship and then going to Dangallu.”

      “What’s in it for me?” asked Alex after thinking it over for a moment. “What can you offer me if I go along with this?”

      Serrano sneered. “The chance to start over? Bountiful women and all the freedom you could possibly desire? Don’t tell me you haven’t thought about that, while you were in prison. Don’t you want freedom?”

      “I’m getting my freedom,” replied Alex. “In Vesta.”

      “Vesta,” growled Serrano. “I’ll be damned if I’ll let them dictate where I go. They were foolish enough to let me leave Earth, which was their first mistake. Now they send me to some shithole colony that’s about to collapse? Fuck that. I’m offering you a real chance at freedom. I’m offering you the chance to start your life over again.”

      “I’ll think about it,” said Alex suddenly. “But you won’t get an answer from me tonight.”

      Serrano’s eyes narrowed. “You should really think long and hard about your answer. One way or another, I’m going to Dangallu. And you can either be with me or you can be against me. I promise that you’ll not want to be left behind. Not after what I have in store for the ship. Care to change your answer?”

      Alex didn’t break eye contact with the man. “I said I’d think it over.”

      To his surprise, Serrano actually grinned. “Some of my men told me not to waste my time with you. They said you act like you’re not just a criminal like the rest of us. That you really believe this Vesta bullshit is a second chance. Perhaps I should’ve listened to them.”

      With those words, Serrano pushed up from his seat and made his way to the door, brushing past Rick in the process. Before he could leave though, Serrano turned to look at Alex one more time.

      “Do you know Truman? Big guy just like you? Long hair and powerful back?”

      “I know him,” replied Alex. “What of him?”

      Serrano sneered. “He turned me down too. I hope you don’t end up like him.”

      Serrano left the room, and the automatic door closed just behind.

      Rick let out a low whistle once he was gone. “You shouldn’t have done that, Alex. Serrano is a powerful man around here. He’s got friends in high places.”

      Alex actually smiled and shook his head. “He’s nothing but a thug like most of the men on this ship.”

      “They say he had his own organization back on Earth. His own drug mafia where he was the kingpin. He’s not a man to be trifled with.”

      “I’ll take my chances,” replied Alex as he moved from his chair toward the bed. The soft surface was nothing like the one he had back in that prison cell on Earth. This bed was actually comfortable.

      “Nothing can ever be easy, not with guys like him roaming around the ship?” Rick queried.

      Alex never got the chance to answer the question. There was another knock on the door, which caused both men to give each other a wary look. Rick opened the door, only to find a familiar face.

      “Dr. Barnes, good to see you,” said Rick. “Come in.”

      “Thank you, Rick, but I’m afraid I’m here to see Alex today,” said Barnes, walking into the room. He was dressed in his medical suit and carrying an electronic pad in his right hand. What Alex noticed first about the doctor was the troubled frown on his face.

      And it seemed to be directed right at him.

      “Alex, I need you to come with me. There’s something about your file that I really need you to see.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex wasn’t thrilled about having to follow Dr. Barnes back to his office, and he wondered what about his file was so important that he had to come right away. The two men walked along the outer compartment of the O’Neill cylinder, one of two rings that wrapped around their colony ship Racine. It was these rings that spun around the ship, providing the artificial gravity for the colonists on their trip to Vesta.

      “Come in please,” said Barnes as he showed Alex inside. He gestured for Alex to take a seat, which he did on a chair that was much too small for him. It was something that Barnes immediately picked up on.

      “Sorry about the chair,” said the doctor as he grinned. “I’m afraid they didn’t expect a man of your size when they created this ship. Your file tells me you’re 198 cm tall and 100 kg in weight. I don’t often see men of that size anymore.”

      “I’ve been this way my whole life,” replied Alex, trying to get comfortable in the too-small chair. “I’ve always been big, which is ironic because my mother was so small. I became taller than her when I was eight, I think.”

      “What about your father?”

      Alex shook his head. “He was average height. I didn’t know him much. He left when I was four.”

      Barnes looked off to the corner of the room and nodded. “No other relatives that were tall like you then? Or built the same way?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Why interesting?”

      Barnes didn’t answer the question. He was too busy writing a note on his pad before he moved on.

      “I see here you were married at one time, correct?”

      The question was more painful than Alex expected. “At one time.”

      “So you’re divorced then?”

      “No.”

      “Care to explain that?”

      “No.”

      It was a part of Alex’s past that he didn’t want to talk about with someone he barely knew, and Barnes didn’t seem to take it personally.

      “I was looking at your file in regards to your previous injuries. I pulled this report from the medical center on Orbital Ring Section 34.8, where you were stationed as part of the Bastards Battalion under Baron Marcus Gatton.”

      Barnes gestured to his screen, where the report was soon illuminated, alongside several scans that Alex hadn’t seen in almost a year.

      “You were wounded grievously in the last fight,” noted Barnes, pointing to the fracture in his leg as well as his broken back. “What was it that broke your back?”

      “Part of the roof fell on me,” replied Alex. “Knocked me out cold.”

      “You’re lucky to be alive. That would have killed most people.”

      Alex shrugged. “There’s little about my life that I would consider lucky after that happened. You can say my life fell to shit after that last fight.”

      Barnes tapped his pen against the table, a habit that was starting to grate on Alex’s nerves. For the next five minutes, he continued to ask a series of questions that pertained to Alex’s life, never once commenting on anything else beyond the occasional “Interesting.”

      Alex wasn’t a fan of this persistent questioning, and it was that irritation that spurred the next question.

      “Is this just about asking me about my past or did you have a reason to call me here?”

      Barnes nodded his head for several moments before he replied. “There’s something I want you to see, something that showed up on your scan when you entered the Vesta program. How it wasn’t noticed then is beyond me. The doctor who gave you your physical must have been young with an untrained eye. But it certainly caught my attention.”

      Barnes made a few clicks until the screen in front of them changed. Suddenly, Alex was looking at a scan of a human skull, showing the brain inside. His name in the upper right hand corner left no doubt about whose skull it was.

      Barnes moved closer to the screen and used his pen to point out an area near the front. “See this area right here? This is the frontal lobe. Well, it’s your frontal lobe. Do you notice anything unusual about this spot right here?”

      Alex squinted his eyes, but to him, there was nothing remarkable about the spot.

      “Nope.”

      Barnes winced and started tapping with his pen again. “There’s a spot right here with extra tissue. At first, I thought it might have been a tumor, so I investigated to see if there was anything cancerous about it. And what I found shocked me.”

      Barnes clicked the next screen, showing a much larger picture of the spot.

      “It’s not a tumor, Alex. In fact, it’s not even supposed to be there in the first place. Whatever it is, it’s foreign to your body. Quite frankly, I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      At this point, Alex studied the picture more closely. “Is it dangerous? Could it be cancer? Something that just manifested in an unusual way?”

      “Nothing that I’ve ever seen,” replied Barnes. “And I’ve been doing this for nearly thirty years. I’m baffled, honestly. To make things even more interesting, it’s drawing blood, so it’s performing some kind of function, but what that might be, I have no idea. And it gets even better.”

      Barnes made a few more clicks until he stopped on a genome report, another standard test that was run as part of the program. It was mostly to ensure that the colonists were healthy and wouldn’t be prone to any unexpected diseases that would be harder to treat on a remote colony like Vesta.

      “Now this is even more interesting,” said Barnes as he highlighted one gene in particular and expanded it. Alex watched as the screen filled with data analysis, all containing words that were too big to even attempt to pronounce.

      “I have no idea what I’m looking at,” said Alex.

      “This is a very unique gene,” said Barnes. “In fact, it’s part of several unique genes that you share that no one else seems to possess.”

      Alex raised an eyebrow. “No one?”

      Barnes shook his head. “No one who is still alive. This gene was associated with ancient humans—a genus of homo sapiens that died out thousands of years ago.”

      “What are you saying? That I’m some kind of Neanderthal?” asked Alex, chuckling at the absurdity.

      Barnes didn’t find it nearly as funny. “Perhaps. Like I said, I’ve never seen anything like it, but then again, I’m no expert in this field. I’m capable enough to recognize that someone needs to take a look at it though. I’m quite certain that the scientific community would be very interested in knowing why you have ancient DNA when no one else does. So you can see the reasoning behind my questions about your family.”

      Alex didn’t know what to say. He didn’t even know where to start. “Is this a bad thing? Do I have anything to worry about?”

      Barnes simply shrugged. “I don’t know, Alex. Although I could see a scenario where you don’t get off the Racine with the other colonists. You might be heading back to Earth once this breaks. It’s too early to tell.”

      Barnes switched off his screen and looked at Alex. “I’ll be composing a report to send back to Earth so I can get more instructions. We’ll be lucky if it arrives back before we arrive at Vesta but we’ll do the best that we can. Once I get new information, I’ll come find you. I have to ask though before I let you go—is there anything else you want to tell me? Anything that might explain why this is inside you? About your brain or your DNA?”

      Alex opened his hands, not sure about what to say. “It’s as much a surprise to me as it is to you. No one has ever brought this to my attention before.”

      Barnes’ eyes narrowed, like he didn’t believe what Alex was saying. “It’s hard for me to believe that this never came up on any previous health scans. Your file tells me that you’re thirty-eight. No other doctors ever brought this up to you?”

      “No,” replied Alex.

      “Very curious,” said Barnes, taking a moment to study Alex quietly. It made Alex feel profoundly uncomfortable especially considering the fact that he felt like a science experiment.

      Finally, Barnes relented and moved closer to the door. “I’ll follow up with you when I know more. And if you remember anything that you think might be helpful, you know where to find me.”
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      The walk back to Alex’s cabin was both quiet, and lively at the same time. It was lively for the other colonists of the ship as they moved about, all of them taking time to learn their modules and attend their meetings in preparation for landing on Vesta. They were more animated than usual, mostly since all of them had only woken up from a deep sleep just a few days ago—part of the process for long space travel.

      Since it would take a year to reach Vesta from Earth, the colonists were put into a cryo-sleep chamber in order to pass the time, only to be awakened once they neared the colony. And since they were almost there, a significant buzz was going around the ship about finally arriving at the first planet outside of Earth for many of them.

      Alex was quiet on the way back to his cabin though, mostly as he tried to digest the findings of Dr. Barnes while still thinking about Serrano’s offer from earlier. He was certain he was going to reject Serrano, but it didn’t make any sense to make an enemy of someone so powerful. He just hoped to turn him down in a way that didn’t make him a target.

      But what was the best way to do that?

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      Later on that evening, Alex left his cabin in order to find the mess hall for dinner. He’d spent more time attached to his VR headset, hearing all about the colony of Vesta, which included a history lesson about the founder of the colony, Starfinder Allen Vesta, as well as information about living there.

      The only bad thing was that Alex was worn out from hearing about Vesta. He was tired of watching the training modules and ready to get on the ground. He wasn’t looking forward to the next orientation, which was slated for after dinner.

      When he arrived at the mess hall, he saw that he was one of the last to arrive. The room was already full of men, all of them digging into their meals.

      There was a reason it was only men in this section of the ship. The women colonists—who were few and far between—were assigned to another section until the landing-partner lottery was due to take place.

      Alex found Rick seated at a table by himself where he was idly scrolling through the comm screen on the surface. He’d pulled up a news channel about the happenings on Earth, and Alex wasn’t the least bit surprised to see that nothing seemed to have changed since they left.

      “There you are, Alex,” said Rick, gesturing for him to sit down quickly. “We have to talk. Did you hear the news?”

      Alex shook his head. “What news? Something going on back on Earth?”

      Rick managed to look alarmed. “No, something here on the ship. Someone was just discovered to be dead in their cabin less than an hour ago. Word is going around like wildfire right now. And do you know who it was?”

      “Who?”

      Rick lowered his voice. “Truman. The big guy. Remember what Serrano said?”

      Alex remembered. He also remembered that Serrano said that Truman turned him down his offer as well.

      So that was how it was going to be then, was it? If he was going to turn down Serrano, he was going to have to watch his back.

      It was like the Orbital Wars all over again.

      “What should we do?” asked Rick. “Should we talk to Serrano? Should we go along with whatever he has planned?”

      Alex didn’t answer the question directly. He turned his head, searching for Serrano. He found him at a table surrounded by other less-than-respectable men. They all seemed quite pleased with themselves, and none more so than Serrano.

      At one point, Serrano noticed that Alex was watching him. The man sneered and then pointed his finger at him, as if to imply that he was next.

      That was the last straw for Alex.

      “Fuck that,” he growled to Rick. “I’d rather watch my back than work with a man like that.”

      “It’s not going to be easy,” said Rick. “And we know they are going to try to take over this ship at some point.”

      “Then I guess it’s up to us to stop them,” said Alex firmly.

      At that moment, there was an announcement on their section’s comm line, causing all the men to quiet down to listen.

      “Attention male colonists from section three, please proceed to orientation room 5C. It’s time to begin the female landing-partner lottery!”
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      Everyone seemed to be elated about the news of the upcoming landing-partner lottery. For a group of men who’d barely seen a woman in nearly a year, this was finally their chance to get some female attention.

      Alex had to admit that he was apprehensive about the process. Whoever this woman was going to be that was assigned to him as his landing-partner was going to have to replace Sophie.

      And that was going to be tough to do.

      Alex and Rick entered the small meeting room not far from the mess hall and took their seats. The room was shaped in a circular fashion, with a large platform in the center for the staff of the ship and seating spreading out in a circle from there. Around them, they had screens of outer space all around them, made to look like windows on the ship.

      Alex knew they weren’t actually windows. That would be too dangerous for space travel to include such an obvious fail point. The “windows” were actually cameras that were placed on the outside of the ship, posting the feedback to the screens inside.

      Still, it gave a very eerie feeling to the room as they all entered.

      “Come in gentlemen, come in!” said one of the staff members, an older man named Garrison who looked to be in excellent shape despite his advanced years. “Take your seats, we’re about to begin!”

      Alex wasn’t pleased to note that Serrano and his gang sat not far from them, letting him hear their conversation in the process.

      “So I told that fucking doctor that his eyes need checked,” said one of the men, Lido, who’d easily fallen in with Serrano. “There’s nothing wrong with my fucking cock!”

      “It’s probably all those whores you fucked on Earth,” said Serrano, laughing at him. “No doubt you caught something from them.”

      “Don’t care if I did,” replied Grant, crossing his arms in front of his chest. “I told the doctor to treat me, or I’d find a reason to remove his cock from his body. You should have seen him start to stutter!”

      They were still laughing as Garrison turned the lights down low and began to talk.

      “Okay, that’s quite enough, thank you, gentlemen!” said Garrison as he walked about the stage. “Thank you for coming to orientation!”

      “Like we had a fucking choice,” grumbled Grant from just behind Alex.

      Fortunately, Garrison didn’t hear, or he chose to ignore it, because he kept talking.

      “We have a lot of business to attend to and not enough time to do it, so let’s get started. Tonight, you men will be assigned your landing-partners for the initial orientation to Vesta and maybe beyond!”

      There was a small cheer amongst the men at that part. Alex knew it was because almost all of them entertained dirty thoughts. The damned colonies and their ways. Sticking women with men they didn’t know never sat right with Alex. However, this wasn’t some brand new tactic. As soon as humanity shifted to corporate expansionism, the almost forced pairing of couples became exceedingly common.

      While the men and women had freedom to pick and choose later, they’d get stuck with available partners time and time again until they either were expelled or found love or something close enough to it.

      “There’s more on that to come though,” explained Garrison, which caused the men to go silent. “But first up, we’re going to go over the new technology that you’ll be issued as part of the colony program. I have several top-of-the-line upgrades for your new lives on Vesta, and the first item is being handed out right now.”

      Garrison gestured to his assistants who soon placed a small box directly in front of each man. Alex opened his only to find a brand-new P-comm inside.

      “That’s right, men! You get the latest version of the P-comm for your troubles. These are directly from the factory on Earth with the latest firmware updates. P-comm, of course, stands for personal communicator, but as you men already know, they are much more valuable than that. As I will demonstrate.”

      Garrison gestured to his wrist, where he wore his own P-comm already. It wasn’t much larger than an old-fashioned watch when it wasn’t being used but once he opened the display, a holographic screen emerged alongside several different command prompts.

      “P-comm, please reach out to Debbie Buford on deck two,” said Garrison into the display.

      Within seconds, the P-comm rang the line of Debbie and when she answered, it showed a full holographic display of her once the line was established.

      “Testing out the P-comms again?” asked Debbie, clearly having done this several times already.

      “You know me too well,” said Garrison with a grin. “Thank you, Debbie.”

      He ended the call and Debbie promptly disappeared. At this point, he turned to face the men again.

      “Not only is the P-comm your personal computer, communicator, internet source, and navigator, it’s been updated with a variety of features and apps to make your transition to Vesta as seamless as possible. We’ve also gone ahead and added in the profiles for every Vestan currently alive today, so that you’re able to break the ice as soon as you arrive.”

      “Whatever would we have done without knowing their fucking names?” mocked Serrano just behind Alex.

      Alex had to admit that the new P-comms looked pretty cool. He had a working model back on Earth before the incident that put him in prison. This model was even faster with a variety of new apps.

      Garrison was only just getting started though. After putting away his P-comm, he took out a small pulse pistol and held it in front of the men. “This nifty little gun is the brand new Sabert 32 PBP or pulse beam pistol. It has multiple improvements over the Sabert 31 model, including a slightly longer barrel and a better hand grip. The rate of fire has also been improved and there is a much quicker recharge time than the older versions. You won’t have any threats to worry about with your Sabert 32 by your side.”

      “When do we get those?” asked Serrano, suddenly curious at seeing the new pistol.

      “Not until we land on Vesta,” said Garrison quickly. “Can’t take the risk of these pistols going off inside the ship and putting all of us in jeopardy.”

      There was some grumbling at that news, but the men weren’t upset for long as Garrison held up a small bladder device that was about half the size of Alex’s palm.

      “This,” said Garrison, holding it up for all the men to see, “is your breather. As you may have noticed from your training modules, Vesta’s atmosphere doesn’t have as much oxygen as Earth’s. It’s pretty darn close though. While most of the native Vestans have adapted to life with a lower level of oxygen, you’ll need some help. These breathers attach right above your armpit, just like this.

      “That’s why they’re shaped to tuck in with a simple strap. You fill it with water, then, you’ll take the tubing and place it directly under your nose. Just like that, the breather will convert the water in the pouch and the water that you secrete into pure oxygen to be inhaled back into your body, helping you breathe in Vesta’s atmosphere.”

      Garrison walked around, handing out breathers to everyone which caused all the men to try them out. It was Rick that had the first question once he had his breather attached.

      “So this almost looks like we’re going to have a small bladder and be inhaling our own sweat, judging by the setup?” he asked.

      Garrison grinned. “Precisely, Rick! It’s ingenious, isn’t it? Converting liquid into oxygen in such a small package is amazing. That’s the kind of cutting edge system that I can really get behind!”

      Garrison seemed rather thrilled about it but most of the other men weren’t.

      “Next he’ll be telling us we have to drink our own piss for water,” grumbled Serrano.

      The idiot didn’t realize he already was drinking recycled piss during his cryo and now in the ship's dining facilities. Alex saw the breather as a necessary evil though, and stuck the device in his bag. There were worse things in life than having to inhale his own sweat to stay alive.

      The next technology demonstration would prove to be the most interesting yet. Garrison’s assistants rolled in several very large crates from the storage room, displaying the crates on either side of him. From there, the front lids were taken off, causing many of the men to start gawking.

      Inside were nearly perfect-looking humanoid androids that were made to look just like women.

      And not just any women. Very beautiful women.

      “May I present the latest female androids from Inspiration Technologies,” announced Garrison with a beaming grin. “These are Womb’ans, and they are a total upgrade in the market for sapient female androids.”

      “Not another ArtFriend,” groaned someone from the crowd as they looked at the androids.

      Garrison held up his hand. “No, no, no, these aren’t ArtFriends, or Artificial Friends. The ArtFriend 5.6 is the latest version on the market and it is very dated compared to the Womb’an.”

      This earned a chuckle from the gruff and gritty men who were spaced out in the large room. Garrison continued with a pat down of his hands, “I know, I know. Womb androids. Womb’ans. Marketing right. It fits though because the Womb’an is a surrogate facilitator capable of passing as a real human. They think, breathe, feel, and they have many quality of life features that make them resemble real people.

      “Of course, with a name like Womb’an, they have one primary function, helping humanity reproduce. Every Womb’an deepest desire is aid in making babies and they even are programmed to step in front of a Jargar to save you. While their directive is defined, they are very free ranging in their personalities. It just makes for an easier way for humans to repopulate. You know what, let me show you something.”

      Garrison took one of the models and switched on the power which was located on her back. Instantly, she snapped to life, looking around the room like a doll that had just awoken from its slumber.

      “Where am I?” she asked, looking at Garrison.

      “The same place you were this morning, Caitlin,” he replied. “Would you be so kind as to bend over with a sultry eye over your shoulder? Wiggle your butt a bit. I know, it’s degrading but the point will help them understand and we’d greatly appreciate you helping fulfil your primary directive.”

      Whereas a normal woman would baulk at such a request, Caitlin moved quickly to turn around and shook her pert ass with a seductive grin. The way she teased the crowd with a wink earned a few hoots and whistles. She even turned back around with jig after. That broad smile was downright infectious and she reminded Alex of a pert college cheerleader for the arena dome teams.

      Alex had to admit, they’d managed to come a long way with android technology in recent years. He used to know someone who had an ArtFriend back at home, and it always struck him as incredibly crude. At the end of the day, you were still having sex with a lifeless robot, which turned him off to a great degree.

      And yet, this Womb’an seemed like the real deal.

      “Wonderful, thank you, Caitlin,” said Garrison as he put a chair in front of her. “Now, do you love having babies and taking care of them?”

      “Of course!” she said with a bubbly voice. “I can help clean, manage tasks, and do much more than help humanity repopulate since human women are reluctant to handle birthing on their own. I am the perfect helper!”

      “With a name like Womb’an, you know there was one primary function–reproduction,” said Garrison, repeating the sales line again while gesturing to Caitlin’s stomach. “Uh, hey, so… yeah. There are two ways these surrogates operate. The first being a woman donates an egg to the unit. This means the proper lady gets to avoid having sex with you ugly lugs.”

      The crowd chuckled, himself included. Alex could see the benefit, where a woman wanted to do their part but not dirty themselves. Some men might care, but he doubted many would.

      “The other way is you impregnate the mother then the fertilized egg is transferred to the surrogate at an early stage. If…” Garrison placed a hand on Caitlyn’s shoulder. “You have to go this route, well, I’m going to just be blunt and to the point. These versions have fully working, lubricated vaginas. Not only that, they have working mouths and anuses for... warm up, yeah, let’s call it that. The Womb’ans are durable and realistic in the bedroom, and it will feel just like you’re coupling with a real woman. But the greatest part of the invention is the womb technology.”

      “They’re that good?” asked one of the men.

      Garrison grinned. “Absolutely. These Womb’ans are fully capable of bearing a child to term. When you get to Vesta, you’ll learn everyone is exceedingly busy. An important woman needs a surrogate and humanity needs more people to defend its colonies. They will carry for four months as part of an accelerated growing program.

      “Of course, without a female egg, they can’t get pregnant. So far, in the few colonies lucky enough to get these models, populations in decline are reversed into growth. They really do make a difference and they might just save you from the aliens snatching men from the colony so treat them well.” With those words, Garrison at Caitlin. “Thank you for the display for these fine gentlemen and we salute your sacrifice.”

      She giggled with bouncing eyebrows while some of the men stood to clap. Alex rolled his eyes, and yet, his grin from earlier stayed in place.

      “Our primary directive is a very worthy cause!” she said in a chipper tone.

      “Any questions?” asked Garrison, looking out to the crowd.

      Of course, there were many questions. Everyone wanted to know each and every detail about them right away. But for now, a few of the ship’s staff began sliding coffin-sized plastic pallets in front of every man.

      Alex learned that they were fully programmable in terms of personality so that they could be made into a perfect dream woman. They were also able to change their hair, eye, nipple, and vaginal colors after connecting to the app.

      There were a half-dozen other details that Alex missed once his was deposited in front of him.

      He had to admit that she was lovely. She had a young appearance, looking to be barely twenty in terms of age. She had a soft, angelic face with green eyes and light-brown hair. She was on the petite side in terms of overall size, but even Alex could see that she had an impressive set of breasts under her clothing.

      After turning the unit on, she looked at him and smiled. “Hello, Master! My name is Kristina!”

      Alex frowned and looked at Rick, who was immersed in his own. “Mine has a name already.”

      “So does mine,” replied Rick as he looked at the manual in front of him. “This is Haley.”

      “I can’t wait to serve you,” said Kristina as she grabbed Alex’s hand. “We’re going to have so much fun together!”

      Alex didn’t know what to think. On one hand, it was nice to have female attention again, even if she wasn’t technically human. On the other, there was still something a little robotic about Kristina. Something that didn’t feel genuinely human.

      Around the room, everyone else seemed to be fully immersed with their Womb’ans, even Serrano and his gang. However, one of the men in the room brought up a good question.

      “Hey, these aren’t meant to be our landing-partners, are they? I thought we were going to get real women for this!”

      Garrison was quick to nod. “An excellent question, and yes, you are correct. The androids are here to ease your transition, and the transition of your landing-partners. You have to remember, the colony needs everyone.  Every man gets a Womb’an as part of going to Vesta, but we still have yet to assign your landing-partners. We will do so now!”
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      For the second time that evening, Garrison’s assistants were hard at work directing another group of women to enter the room. However, this group was completely human, unlike the Womb’ans. All of the men watched carefully as the women were lined up behind Garrison, and quite a few were already chattering about them.

      “Look at that redhead in the front row,” said Lido, one of Serrano’s men. “Look at the tits on her! Fucking incredible!”

      “I wouldn’t mind taking most of them to bed,” replied Serrano. “Hell, I wouldn’t mind a few threesomes or foursomes with this group.”

      Even Rick was very interested in the women as they entered the room. He soon elbowed Alex in the side. “They actually got us good-looking women. I was afraid we were only going to get ugly ones. Damn, I hope my number is called.”

      Once the women were lined up, Garrison started speaking again to explain the rules of the lottery.

      “So here’s the deal,” explained Garrison as he gestured to his P-comm. “There aren’t enough women to protect all of you from the Jargar and help you survive the first two weeks. I know you may find this hard to believe, but it was hard to find applicants who wanted to go to Vesta with you fine gentlemen.”

      There was a laugh that erupted from the group of men upon hearing that statement. It was little wonder they were able to find any women at all. Who would willingly sign up to travel to a colony with the issues Vesta had?

      And yet, there were still some who answered the call, much to Alex’s confusion.

      “But these women have volunteered to be your landing-partners,” continued Garrison. “Which means they will be assigned to you for two weeks to help with integration. Afterwards, they’re free to roam, mingle, or… If you impress them, treat them right, they can stay with you for as long as you live on Vesta. For those not assigned a heroic heroine, you’ll be assigned one on the ground.”

      Alex raised a hand. “How bad is this alien threat? These Jargars seem to be winning, is that the case?”

      Garrison fidgeted, not completely comfortable with this question. He likely had parameters for what he could and could not reveal. “Uh, some of you might think our only goal here is population growth and nothing more. That’s not it, and it is at the same time. Sure, babies are obviously needed for a functioning society or continued expansion, but yeah, Vesta has an alien problem. I can’t say much more than you’ll be armed to defend yourself, given help, you won’t be isolated much, and there are rumors these… Jargars as you called them are sated at the moment.”

      “With that being said, we’re going to have a lottery to determine which woman is assigned to which man,” continued Garrison. “Once the last woman is taken, there will be no further assignments until planet side. Some of you men will go back to your cabins tonight with just your Womb’an. No fighting if you didn’t luck out, and no raping the ladies.

      “They’re still human beings and they’re trying to keep you alive. Show decency or my crew will show none to you. There are still laws on this ship and in the colony. I hope this is very clear that incidents will be ruthlessly punished. We may come off as friendly, but you’re still on thin ice with us.”

      There was a groaning that came from several of the men, but the response was more muted than Alex expected. After all, most of them would start their courting tonight. For those who didn’t, at least they could seduce a Womb’an in peace. Alex wasn’t a big fan of the whole thing, because it meant the chances of dying in Vesta were high.

      To go to these lengths, the Jargars or whatever the fuck they were called, had to be a problem.

      “All right, let’s get started,” said Garrison as he started a new prompt on his P-comm. “I’m going to run a lottery app that’s tied to each man’s identification number. I’ll be assigning these lovely protectors in alphabetical order, and seeing as we have over sixty men here in this group and only forty women, it won’t take too long to get the assignments. First up, we have the lovely Adela!”

      Garrison gestured to a very buxom blonde who stepped forward nervously once he said her name. She looked out on the group of men and performed a small wave while they looked back at her like a wolf would look at its next meal.

      “Identification number ending in forty one, thirty nine,” announced Garrison as he looked at the crowd. “Which man is that?”

      “Hey, that’s me!” yelled out one of the men on the other side of the room. Alex watched as he dashed to the front where he quickly introduced himself to Adela. He was obviously very excited to meet such a fine-looking woman even if Adela still looked to be on the nervous side.

      “Next up, we have Brittany,” continued Garrison.

      The lottery continued for the next half hour as many of the men in the room received a landing-partner. It would figure that Serrano was one of the first men called up to receive his, getting a mousy-looking woman named Daniela who looked less than thrilled to be assigned to him.

      Even Rick was able to be assigned a protector, meeting a pleasant lady named Nikki. Once they were introduced, they acted like awkward teenagers around each other, which definitely got a smile from Alex.

      However, it was the last woman, a strawberry blonde by the name of Yvette, that earned the most attention as her man was selected.

      “Okay, Yvette is the last woman tonight,” explained Garrison. “Anyone who is not called after Yvette will be going back with just their Womb’ans. Our last lucky man of the night is identification number ending in nineteen ninety!”

      Alex looked at his number again, only to see that he wasn’t the lucky man. The winning man stood up and collected the gorgeous Yvette as those remaining men started to grumble about their lack of luck.

      “Are you sure there’s no more women?” asked one of the men in Serrano’s gang. “I call bullshit!”

      Garrison put his hands up to calm the crowd. “Now, now, you’ll have an assignment very soon. Remember, we’ll be arriving in Vesta tomorrow. There are currently five women to every man on Vesta. You just have to wait a little longer before you will be protected.”

      A lot of the men snickered at the notion. It really seemed like the crew and the colony leadership wanted to have women jump in front of Jargars to save some men. “For the rest of you, you’re dismissed! It’s time to get to know your new landing-partners! And again, behave for one fucking night… maybe two if we want to wait for a good landing sequence or you’ll be fed to the Jargars. I mean it.”

      That seemed to placate most of the group but there was still a low amount of grumbling amongst those that didn’t get an assignment.

      Alex wasn’t one that was complaining though. Quite frankly, he was a little relieved to not get a landing-partner. Being with a new woman would force him to confront the past, and he wasn’t quite sure if he was willing to do that yet.

      “Master?” Alex snapped back to the present as Kristina looked at him. “I believe it’s time to go, Master,” she said. “You’ve been dismissed from the orientation and the room is starting to empty.”

      That was certainly true and most of the men and women had left already. Alex looked over at Kristina and nodded his head.

      “Ah, thank you,” he replied, unsure of how to address her. “I guess we can go back to my cabin now.”

      Kristina beamed with an artificial smile. “That sounds wonderful, Master!”

      Just outside the door, Alex found Rick waiting for him alongside his Womb’an, Haley, and his new landing-partner, Nikki. Rick gave him a look of sympathy as soon as he caught up.

      “You poor baby,” Rick teased as he gestured to Kristina. “Try not to have too much fun.”

      Alex made a face. “I’m not sure about that. She may look real but there’s little substitute for an actual woman. I can already tell she’s not real by her speech… I… I’m not sure if I’ll be able to relax with her, if you know what I mean.”

      Rick gave him a long look. “This is going to sound really weird. But at some point, at least try to move on eventually, okay? Listen, Alex, the past is in the past. Sophie’s gone, and she isn’t coming back. I know that’s hard for you, but you know that’s just as hard to admit for me as it is for you. She was my sister after all.”

      Alex swallowed the lump in his throat and nodded. “It’s not that easy sometimes.”

      “I know that but we all have to move on sometime,” replied Rick. “Sophie would want you to be happy. Hell, I want you to be happy. And that’s part of the reason why we’re here, right? Let’s move on, Alex.”

      Rick put a comforting hand on Alex’s shoulder, which was only made more amusing by the fact that Alex towered over Rick.

      Alex gave his old friend a genuine smile. “Maybe.”

      Before Rick could respond, Kristina jumped in the air. “I think my Master means to have sexual relations with me tonight! That sounds super awesome to me!”

      Both Alex and Rick looked at Kristina and then back at each other. Alex winced.

      “No Kristina, but I will tolerate your presence and maybe we can become friends or something. It’s definitely going to take some getting used to,” said Alex.

      Rick chuckled. “If anyone can do it, I’m sure it’s you.”

      The two men parted ways and went back to their respective cabins. As soon as the door was closed, Alex was left alone with Kristina, letting him take his first long look at her.

      He could certainly see that her developers had done a good job. There was very little that gave away the fact that she wasn’t a real woman. Her eyes seemed lifelike and her chest moved in a way that simulated breathing. Hell, even her skin looked like real skin.

      It was as he was inspecting her that he noticed just how tiny she was. Alex dwarfed Kristina in size and he guessed she was just a little over 150 cm in height. He doubted she was even 50 kg either, which he promptly tested by picking her up.

      “Oh, Master!” she giggled once he had her hoisted on his shoulder. “Is it time for sexual intercourse? That is my favorite activity of all!”

      Alex winced at the choppy and overly formal dialogue.

      “Call me Alex,” Alex said.

      “In private, I can try.”

      At least they could have spent more time adapting her to normal speech patterns, but that was being nitpicky.

      Still, it was his first time with an android, and that meant he wasn’t exactly sure what to do. A real woman had to be flirted with and dined with to be so emotionally willing. After being locked up for a long time, her cute smile and very specific body started to cause his mind to have wandering thoughts of lust that he quickly tamped down.

      After a long time in prison for getting revenge on Sophie’s killers, he’d been very sex free beside Palmella, or his right palm, and she was a one-trick pony. The more he thought about it, the more he decided something less sexual, like a massage, made a whole lot of sense. Sleeping on rock hard beds for so long had his back knotted up ten ways to tomorrow.

      Especially since he might die tomorrow after they landed in Vesta to some homicidal ball eating bear-aliens. So yeah, Alex threw his pessimism and hesitation out the window to have some fun.

      “So how do we do this?” asked Alex, looking at Kristina’s seductive body posture. They really did one hell of a job making her, but she was still a robot. “I mean a massage?”

      Kristina brightened considerably and unleashed a beaming smile. “Lay down, I have a body oil I store that I can use. Will you mind if I am naked?”

      “So direct. Not this time.”

      “I can adapt,” she offered. “Part of our programming is that your interactions help mold my personality. The fact you’re asking for muscle relief instead of intercourse tells me a lot about your character.”

      Alex shrugged; that really didn’t make him a saint. He wasn’t sure how this was going to go. “Stay dressed for now. A simple massage, and I’m keeping my pants on, but if things go well, maybe down the line I will feel less dirty.”

      She beamed with another smile. “It’s my pleasure to serve you, Alex! Lay down, and I promise this is something you will enjoy. I am trained in many forms of muscle relief.”
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      The experience with Kristina was strange but not unpleasant. What was even odder, before going to bed, I needed to input a password into the back of her neck under a skin flap. Afterwards she sent a signal to a receptacle, which served as a link that restored her power and downloaded any updates to her software. Alex thought about learning more about her in the morning when he first woke up, but to his surprise, there was a very urgent knock on his door.

      He never expected the visitor he received and his jaw dropped when he saw who was waiting for him.

      “Ah, yes, Alex Hawthorne, correct?” asked Garrison the staffer from the previous evening.

      It wasn’t so much the sight of Garrison that surprised Alex as it was the woman next to him.

      Quite frankly, she was the most gorgeous woman he’d ever seen in his life.

      She was tall for a woman. Alex found that he didn’t have to crane his head down much to look at her even from his height. She was on the younger side as well, no more than mid-twenties in age. She had the most beautiful, thick and luscious golden blonde hair that he’d ever seen. It cascaded down to her shoulders in wavy lengths before spilling off and falling midway down her back. She was a natural blonde too judging by her coloring and her immaculate eyebrows.

      Her eyes were a stunning green that seemed to capture his attention, threatening to never release it again. She had a cute button nose with just the hint of freckling across it and her cheeks. Her lips were soft, pink, lush, and inviting, and the rest of the skin on her face was without blemish.

      That wasn’t even mentioning her body though, which Alex only managed to look over quickly. She had incredible curves and the generous swell under her top hinted at very large breasts.

      The only thing that seemed disappointing about her was the fact that she didn’t look very happy at all.

      In fact, she looked completely pissed.

      “Excuse me, you’re Alex Hawthorne, right?”

      Alex shook his head, coming back to reality. “Ah, yes, I am. What’s up?”

      Garrison gave him a disappointed look and then gestured to the woman. “I’m afraid there was a mistake yesterday. We were supposed to have all the remaining women included in the lottery for your orientation but this one was missed.”

      The woman crossed her arms in front of her chest and scowled.

      Both Garrison and Alex noticed it but Garrison resumed talking almost immediately.

      “Yes, well, we did a lottery to determine who she would be assigned to and your number came up,” explained Garrison. “So I’d like to introduce you to Jenna Whitaker. She’ll be your guardian moving forward.”

      Alex had to admit that it was a very pleasant surprise. Even though the women from yesterday were all beautiful, Jenna outshined all of them. He thought she would be even more attractive if she would just smile but judging by the expression on her face, a smile wasn’t going to come anytime soon.

      “Well, good to meet you then,” said Alex, nodding his head to her. “I was thinking that I wasn’t going to get someone to jump in front of the Jargar for me.”

      Jenna said nothing to him. She simply rolled her eyes and sighed loudly.

      Garrison intervened at that point. “Go on, Jenna. Talk to him. He may seem rough, but his record actually is probably the sweetest one of the bunch. In my opinion, you got lucky.”

      That statement seemed to be the tipping point. Jenna took one step back.

      “If you think I’m going with this brute, you’re fucking high,” she protested.

      Alex flinched. Jenna was now looking at him like he just murdered her entire family, and Garrison certainly looked embarrassed as well.

      “Now, Jenna, you know the program that you signed up for. This is part of it. No man walks alone on Vesta, it’s a rule to help the colony keep from losing males.”

      “I don’t care,” she said, pointing her finger at him. “I’m not doing this. He can get someone else. Fuck him and fuck you. I’m going back to my cabin.”

      With those words, she spun on her heels and marched away, her incredible ass swaying from side to side enticingly as she walked.

      Alex let out a low whistle once she was gone. “I don’t think she likes me.”

      Garrison turned completely red and looked at Alex with an embarrassed expression.

      “I’m so terribly sorry about this, Alex. We’ve been having some . . . problems with her to put it lightly.”

      “What kind of problems?”

      Garrison winced. “For one, she’s been almost violently opposed to the program, and I can’t figure out why. Jenna knew what she was signing up for back on Earth, so I’m not sure why she doesn’t want to be assigned to a landing-partner. She’s been incredibly hard to work with because of it. She was hiding last night in her cabin when she should have been at the orientation. When confronted about it this morning, Jenna slapped one of my assistants so hard that she drew blood. Never a dull day, is it?”

      “You know, I don’t need a landing-partner,” said Alex, waving his hand. “If she’s that upset to be here, she doesn’t have to be assigned to me.”

      Garrison shrugged. “That’s part of the program unfortunately. If she reneges on the contract she signed, the penalties are steep. I think she just needs to be reminded of that and perhaps she’ll come around in time. We can hope at least.”

      Alex thought to protest a little more but he didn’t. In the back of his mind, he remembered the words of Dr. Barnes from yesterday, as well as the fact that he might be going back to Earth.

      Perhaps Jenna would get her wish after all to not be assigned to him if he wasn’t going to get off the ship once it got to Vesta.

      Garrison let out a deep breath and nodded toward his cabin, where Kristina rested in sleep mode. Once she finished her mental modification algorithm updates to the ship’s database, she’d get to work with the crew. “At least you have your Womb’an for landing day. Hopefully she’ll protect you.”

      With those final words, he patted Alex on the shoulder and left, leaving him more confused than ever.

      It didn’t help either that the mention of her made Kristina wake up.

      “Perhaps, Master would like to have breakfast this morning?” she said brightly. I grumbled sourly. Jenna dampened my mood and it was like the android cued in. “Would you be up for a foot massage maybe?”

      “No,” snapped Alex. “Sorry, we are conducting business, Kristina, be mindful of your surroundings.”

      Kristina lowered her head, not saying anything more. He was tempted to feel bad, but then he remembered that she wasn’t real, and that he couldn’t hurt the feelings of an android.

      And yet still, there were so many things he was confused about.

      What was the deal with Jenna?

      How the hell was he going to stop Serrano from hijacking the ship?

      And most importantly, what the hell was in his head that made him such a science experiment?

      There were too many questions for Alex at that time, and instead of sitting alone in his cabin with his thoughts, he chose to visit Rick in his cabin just a few doors down.

      He found him with just a robe on, wearing a satisfied smile that left little doubt as to what he’d been doing.

      “Come in, Alex,” said Rick once he made sure the cabin was in good order. Alex found his Womb’an laying on the bed under the covers while Rick’s landing-partner, Nikki, was trying to comb the mess that was her hair (no doubt from the bedroom activity that had just occurred).

      “Sorry for the mess,” explained Rick while looking sheepish. “We’ve been busy this morning, right, Nikki?”

      She smiled at him. “Right, Rick.” She then made eye contact with Alex. “Rick speaks very highly of you. It’s good to know he has such a good friend to watch his back. I’d thought I’d get partnered with a jerk but the man sure does know how to smooth talk.”

      “That’s the truth. Rick and I go back a long way,” explained Alex. “We’ve been friends for longer than I can remember.”

      Alex took a few moments to talk to Nikki, finding her both extremely pleasant and attractive with her shiny dark hair. It was one of the first things he commented on once he and Rick were able to get a few moments of privacy.

      “Nikki seems great,” said Alex. “I wish my landing-partner was a tenth as sweet as her.”

      Rick gave him a funny look. “What landing-partner? You didn’t get one last night.”

      “You’re right. I was partnered this morning,” said Alex, taking a moment to explain the situation with Jenna.

      “So she just ran off?” asked Rick after listening to the whole thing. “And she doesn’t want to be part of the program?”

      Alex shrugged. “That’s what it sounds like. I’ll be honest with you. Yeah, she’s a beautiful girl but something definitely seems different about her. I’m wishing they didn’t assign her to me at all. To be honest, I wish I could just take my time to meet a nice girl while training to fight the Jargar. You know, like normal.”

      Rick gave him a sympathetic look. “This ain’t the orbitals or stations. This is colony life where the odd rules could mean life or death and expansion means more corps come in to invest. It’s not normal. They dress it up to be a protection thing, but they want us attached. These are investment missions.”

      Alex flung a hand into the air in frustration until he released a deflated sigh. “Beats being in a cryo or a holding pen.”

      “Preach.”

      “I just… Serrano might be onto something. Vesta is odd and now Jenna is giving me an ominous feeling.”

      “Maybe she’ll come to her senses. And in any case, you still have the Womb’an to guide you around. They probably have all the orientation maps memorized, right?”

      “That’s what Garrison said” muttered Alex.

      “Speaking of which, did you sample the wares last night?” asked Rick, a smile growing on his face. “Was it a night to remember!”

      “Alright, fine. You know I don’t like talking about these things. However, we broke the ice with a massage and it wasn’t bad. Given time, I may drop my guard a bit more,” replied Alex, letting out a matching smile. “It’s still not like being with a real woman but it wasn’t unpleasant by any means.”

      Rick started to laugh and slapped Alex on the back. “One step at a time, right? It’s just like getting back up on that bicycle once you fall off.”

      “Yup, she’s been assigned to help cook meals for the crew and will hopefully stay out of trouble.” They were still chuckling to themselves when Alex received a message on his P-com.

      It was Dr. Barnes. A small-figured hologram of the doctor was soon projecting from Alex’s wrist.

      “Hello, Alex,” said Barnes. “I have some more questions I’d like to ask you. Would you be so kind as to stop by my office this morning? Say around 8am?”

      Alex started to nod, noting it was only in ten minutes. “I can be there. Do I need to bring anything?”

      Barnes just smiled. “The only thing I need is what’s inside your brain. I’ll see you then.”

      Just like that, the doctor ended the call and his hologram disappeared.

      “That doctor is a weird one, isn’t he?” asked Rick.

      “Just a little,” admitted Alex. He hadn’t told Rick anything about the doctor’s findings, and he wanted to keep it that way for the time being.

      It still made him uncomfortable thinking about what was inside his skull, and knowing that Barnes had more questions for him didn’t make him feel any better.

      Alex spent a few minutes with Rick and Nikki (who he found to be as friendly as she was beautiful) before going to Barnes’ office.

      Just before he knocked on the door, Alex steeled himself for what was to come. He tried to go inside with patience and a cool demeanor, knowing Barnes was just trying to help him.

      However, once he opened the door, that cool demeanor completely shattered.

      Alex found Barnes laying on the floor, completely motionless. A small red puddle was just under his stomach. Alex quickly hopped over to the other side to look at him, finding a glazed look on his lifeless eyes and a small knife sticking out of his abdomen.

      Dr. Barnes was dead.

      Alex didn’t panic upon seeing his lifeless corpse. In his previous line of work, he saw the bodies of the dead all the time and it had stopped bothering him ages ago. He did wonder who did this though because this was definitely a murder.

      The look on Barnes’ face was one of shock but judging by the way the knife was embedded in his stomach (and the way his hand was curled around the handle) someone had went to great lengths to make this seem like a suicide.

      But a knife in the stomach was a very painful way to go, usually not attempted by someone with suicidal tendencies.

      This was murder plain and simple.

      But who did it?

      Alex looked around the room for any clues, finding much of the room in the same state it was in the last time he was here. Whoever did this obviously wasn’t trying to steal anything or it would look more ransacked.

      One file in particular caught his eye only because it was the one that pulled up on Barnes’ electronic tablet.

      It was Alex’s file.

      Unable to resist his curiosity, he picked it up and started to read what Barnes had written about him, his eyes picking up several fragments of the report.

      “ . . . my findings suggest that there is something about Alex Hawthorne that is not completely human.”

      “ . . . potentially an alien species . . .”

      “ . . . recommend he be brought back for a series of conclusive testing . . .”

      Alex nearly dropped the tablet.

      It was all too much to read. Alien species? Not completely human?

      Alex felt nauseous to his stomach.

      Just what the hell did Barnes think he was?

      No matter what he was, there was no way in hell he was going to consent to being sent back to Earth to be treated like a science experiment. Whatever he was, he was going to Vesta to start over.

      The only good thing about Barnes’ report was that he hadn’t sent it to Earth yet. That made the next action very easy.

      Alex scrolled all the way to the bottom and hit the delete button on the file, erasing it completely.

      At least he could solve one of his problems.

      Putting the tablet back where he found it (and careful not to leave any of his prints), Alex decided to beat a hasty exit. He didn’t want to be in here when someone else came looking for Barnes, but he also wanted to let the crew know that he was dead.

      With Barnes being the second death in as many days, all signs pointed to one man.

      Serrano.

      If this was part of his plan to take over the ship, he had to be stopped.

      And yet, it was as Alex was making his way back to his cabin that he was approached from behind by a group of men. Turning around, Alex found Lido sneering at him.

      “Hello, Hawthorne,” sneered Lido as he cracked his knuckles.
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      3 Years Ago

      

      “Hawthorne! Watch your ass!”

      The warning came far too late to be of any use. One moment, Alex was firing his pulse rifle at the soldiers of the rival lord, mowing down his opposition. In the next, he heard the crack right above him as a pulse of energy destroyed one of the beams supporting the roof of the orbital ring.

      Alex couldn’t move quickly enough to avoid the majority of the weight of the beam as it fell directly on his back, crippling him and knocking him nearly unconscious.

      From that point in time, his fighting was over. Though Alex knew the battle was winding down, he was helpless to do anything to support it. His head was spinning, his body was aching, and there was no way he could get this beam off his back on his own.

      Time lost meaning. He drifted in and out of consciousness for the next hour, especially as the fighting stopped and clean-up efforts began.

      It was then that he heard the sounds of talking around him as the beam lifted off his back.

      “Holy hell, Hawthorne is still alive!”

      “Are you sure about that? Check his pulse!”

      “I can see he’s breathing.”

      “Check his pulse anyway.”

      Alex felt two cold fingers press against his neck for several moments before they pulled away again.

      “Like I said, he’s still breathing.”

      “How in the world could anyone survive that? That beam must weigh nearly a metric ton! There’s no way anyone else could have taken that blow and still be alive.”

      “He’s gravely wounded though. I’m almost certain his back is shattered. We need to get him to one of the doctors.”

      “I’m surprised he didn’t dash out of the way. I’ve never seen a man that moves as fast as he does!”

      That was when Alex heard a voice that he recognized—one that he would never be able to forget.

      “He might have survived this one,” said Xander, crouching down to look at Alex’s broken body. “But he’s human after all. Maybe he won’t survive the next one.”

      His tone made the hairs on Alex’s neck stand up. From there, he lost all consciousness as his body was hoisted onto the medical platform.

      

      Present Day

      

      “Hello, Hawthorne. Fancy seeing you here of all places.”

      Alex froze in his tracks before slowly turning to see a group of men behind him. They were led by Lido, who Alex recognized as being Serrano’s second-in-command. Lido was a brutish sort of man, one that Alex would have avoided in his personal life.

      But unfortunately, he was also the type that he rubbed shoulders with when serving in the Orbital Wars.

      “What do you want?” asked Alex, counting the number of men behind Lido. Three additional men for four total.

      Not great odds by any stretch of the imagination.

      Lido jerked his head back to Barnes’ office. “What a poor thing that happened to Barnes, wasn’t it?” he joked. “Would you happen to know anything about it?”

      “From the sounds of it, you know all about it,” said Alex. “Let me guess—your handiwork?”

      Lido sneered and then shrugged. “Perhaps. There are some here that would say he had it coming. Like a few other men I know.”

      “The only men I know that have something coming for them are you and Serrano,” said Alex before nodding to the men behind him. “Not to mention your boyfriends behind you.”

      Lido grunted as one of his men started cracking his knuckles.

      “You know, it’s almost not honorable -”

      Alex interjected. “Un-honorable.”

      “What the fuck ever. It’s bad to kill a man when it’s only four against one,” said Lido. “But in this case, I’ll consider it a real pleasure when you can’t mouth off anymore.” At that moment, Lido gestured to his men. “Restrain him. I want him to feel powerless.”

      The three men wasted no time in going after Alex. They spread out, trying to use their combined size to intimidate him but Alex was used to this kind of confrontation. He regularly had to deal with multiple threats while serving in the Orbital Wars, and as the men closed in on him, his training kicked in.

      His best weapon was the size and strength of his body, coupled with his speed. The first man never expected the quick jab to the face, breaking his nose with one punch. He was soon squirting blood all over the place as the other two men attempted to rush Alex, one landing a blow against Alex’s chest while the other wrapped his arms around Alex’s torso.

      What they didn’t anticipate was that Alex was more than a match for their combined strength. Using his feet, he kicked off the man in front of him and pushed back, landing directly on top of the man behind him. Using his elbow, he jammed it hard against the mouth of the man, knocking out two teeth in the process.

      “Goddamnit, I said to get him!” raged Lido, watching two of his men being put out of action.

      The last man was too intimidated to fight on his own. Once he saw no help was coming from Lido, he turned and ran as fast as his legs could carry him. It was a rather anticlimactic end to the first round of fighting but at least Alex had evened out the odds.

      Now it was only Lido in front of him.

      “You’re a dead man,” said Lido, cracking his neck and advancing on Alex. “When this is all over, you’re going to wish you stayed on Earth.”

      “Stop stalling and fight,” growled Alex. “I hope you have more skill than your boys here. Or this is going to be a quick fight.”

      Lido sneered and pulled a knife out of his pocket. “Who needs skill when you have weapons?”

      At that moment, Alex’s hand drifted to his belt, remembering he’d never been given a knife. Unlike Lido, he didn’t think to steal or smuggle one on board. Hindsight could sure be a bitch.

      Lido noticed Alex’s movement and grinned. “Let’s see if we can poke a few holes in you.”

      Lido lunged forward, using his knife in one hand to stab at Alex while using his other fist to block any blows. Lido at least seemed better prepared for hand-to-hand combat than his friends, and he even managed to land several blows against Alex’s chest, one of which drew blood.

      “Big men always bleed,” said Lido, overconfident about his strikes. “You look just like Truman did before he died. He thought he was hot shit too.”

      “I’m sure he didn’t think of this.”

      Alex moved too quickly for Lido, using his leg to sweep the other man from his feet. Lido crashed against the floor, disorienting him enough to allow Alex to close in.

      Alex grabbed the front of Lido’s suit and began to smash his face with his fist. One, two, three powerful jabs were enough to knock the sense out of him. Alex would have gotten a fourth bash in if the alarm system for the entire ship not gone off.

      “System Alert. Return to your cabins at once. All colonists return to your cabins.”

      Anyone that had been watching Alex and Lido fight now beat a hasty retreat as the ship’s alarm continued to blare. Even Lido didn’t seem to want to stick around, slipping out from under Alex and wiping the blood from his face.

      “This isn’t over,” he growled at Alex. “You’ll be the first to die when we take over this ship. That’s a promise, Hawthorne!”

      Just like that, Lido was gone, as were the rest of his minions. With the alarm still blaring, Alex thought it wise to get back to his cabin. He didn’t know yet what had triggered the alarm but it could have been the discovery of Dr. Barnes’ body.

      Once inside his cabin, he received quite a shock. Not only did he have a visitor but it was who it was that was the most surprising.

      Jenna had returned. And she was now rummaging through his belongings in the cabin.

      Alex’s entry surprised her and she jumped away, looking at his face with a mostly unreadable expression.

      “You’re back,” said Alex flatly, staring at the beautiful blonde.

      Jenna crossed her arms in front of her impressive chest. “I was told I had to move into your cabin. So here I am.”

      Her tone was one of extreme annoyance, just like it had been earlier. Alex found himself wondering again why she’d even bothered to sign up for the program. Yeah, it was very unfair to women. Well, to all colonist, but it did try to always pit individuals into couples.

      That was before Jenna did something that surprised him further.

      She looked at his colony suit, seeing where the top had been punctured by Lido’s knife. The wound was bloody and Jenna moved forward quickly to inspect it further.

      “You’re hurt,” she said, putting her hand against the wound. “What happened to you?”

      “Just a little misunderstanding,” said Alex, wincing once she touched the wound.

      Jenna gave him a long look. “A misunderstanding that involves a cut with something sharp? Like a knife?”

      At this point, Alex didn’t know how much he could trust her. He decided to err on the side of caution.

      “Like I said, just a misunderstanding.”

      “Men,” she grumbled under her breath. “You’re still bleeding. Take off your top.”

      “I can take care of myself,” said Alex, earning a heavy scoff from her.

      “With your luck, you’ll probably happen into another misunderstanding,” she said sarcastically. “Now are you going to do what I asked or am I going to have to take this off of you?”

      A smile started on Alex’s face, only because he was a head taller than Jenna and more than double her weight. There was nothing she could do to him if he didn’t want it done, but he took off his top willingly. She said nothing once his scarred chest was exposed to her, but he was pleased when he noticed she seemed to be taking several long looks at him in secret. She grabbed some ointment from the cabin’s first aid kit and began to apply it to the wound.

      “Ah,” said Alex, feeling the burning sting of the ointment.

      “Sorry,” said Jenna, smiling for the first time. “This stuff is potent but it will close up the wound. I know it’s hard in the short term.”

      She was right though. The bleeding stopped almost at once and the sting of the ointment also ended shortly after.

      “Were you a nurse or a doctor back on Earth?” he asked. “How did you know what to do?”

      “It’s not that hard when you just read the directions on the back of the tube,” said Jenna, keeping her smile.

      It was at that point that Alex realized that maybe Jenna wasn’t so bad after all. She barely even knew him, and yet her first instinct had been to tend to his wound.

      Maybe she was here for the right reasons after all?

      “Well, I’m glad you’re going to be my landing-partner then,” said Alex. “At least I know you can take care of my wounds once we get on Vesta.”

      She recoiled from him like he just called her a slut. The sulky look from this morning reappeared on her face and she crossed her arms again, removing her hands from his chest.

      “I’m not going to be any man’s landing-partner,” she said, spitting out the last word like it was a foul-tasting stew. “We both know it’s just a ruse to form couples and who are you to think I’d just throw myself at you. I’m not a fucking animal.”

      Her emotions had changed at a drop of a hat, and Alex found himself suddenly back on the defensive.

      “I didn’t mean anything by it,” he said, watching her march toward the door.

      “I don’t care,” she said simply, leaving the room. It was as she was leaving that she nearly barreled into Rick. He was being followed by his landing-partner, Nikki, and they both stopped to watch Jenna leave.

      “Who was that?” asked Rick, watching her stomp away.

      “My landing-partner,” replied Alex, shaking his head. “Who seems like a complete wack-job.”

      The door closed as Rick and Nikki entered, which also stopped them from hearing the alarm that was still blaring outside.

      “The crew of the ship are saying that Dr. Barnes is dead,” said Rick. “I overheard them on the way back to the cabin. Weren’t you just there?”

      Alex nodded. “Someone had killed him just before I arrived. Well, not just any someone. Lido knew about it already, and I have to imagine that Serrano was behind it.”

      Rick was already shaking his head. “The crew is going to have their hands full with a man like that. And I’m not sure they can handle him on their own.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” replied Alex. “Which is why I’m going to the crew tonight to offer my help.”
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      “How exactly are we going to warn the crew again?” asked Rick, only after they’d been turned away from Garrison’s cabin.

      The man didn’t have a moment to spare for either of them, believing that any hint of a threat against the ship was preposterous. Garrison slammed the door in their faces, leaving them without a lot of options. His rejection was downright foolish. It was a ship filled with convicts starting a new life to defend a colony. They’d do anything to escape obligations made in desperation.

      “We have to get to the actual captain of the ship,” said Alex. “Now that they delayed landing, we have a bit of time.” He placed his hand on his hips, shaking his head. “Garrison talked a big game but his bark obviously has not bite. The fucker is just part of the colony program and it’s clear he has little pull with the crew. We need to find the bridge.”

      “On a ship like this, we at least know where the bridge should be located,” said Rick. “But getting authorization to get in will be the hardest task.”

      “Just leave that part to me,” replied Alex.

      Rick was right about one thing. Finding the bridge on a ship like the Racine was extremely easy. All of these ships were laid out in the same way, using a modular design that made them extremely versatile for different sets of missions. The Racine had been modified to be a colony ship, and her attachments were the O’Neill cylinders that made up the bulk of the living quarters and provided most of the artificial gravity for the colonists.

      The O’Neill cylinders were capable of detaching from the ship itself, which is exactly what would happen when they reached Vesta, allowing the cylinders to go into orbit around the planet while the colonists and their supplies were transferred down to the ground.

      Once the O’Neill cylinders had been detached, the Racine would go back to Earth with a much smaller crew and potentially pick up a new set of cylinders for another group of colonists. Or potentially, she could become a supply ship and pick up a load for another colony.

      The beauty of the ship’s design was that the base model was laid out in the exact same way, so being on one was like being on all of them.

      In this case, Alex and Rick moved toward the inner part of the ship until they found the bridge near the front of the vessel. The only problem they had was getting the captain or another senior officer to meet with them, which was complicated by the fact that the arrogant and cantankerous guards wouldn’t let them onto the bridge deck without authorization.

      It was a distraction that was overcome with some quick thinking on Alex’s part. All it took was two solid punches to allow Alex past the guard station, and from there, he was able to find the captain’s quarters a short distance away.

      Alex and Rick plucked spare knives off the groaning guards. A few steps later, the captain, a grizzled veteran who’d been in command of the ship for more than ten years, looked very surprised to see Alex and Rick at his door.

      “What is the meaning of this?” he demanded, staring at the two of them and holding up his pulse pistol. “How did you two get past my guards?”

      “You mean those two?” asked Alex, thumbing his finger at the two guards who were still trying to pull themselves off the floor. “I asked them politely and they made several derogatory comments about my mother. I think they got off lightly if you ask me.”

      The captain could only shake his head. “You wait until I get security down here. I knew the pay was too good. Sending prisoners from Earth to repopulate a colony?” The captain scoffed. “What a stupid idea that was.”

      “You’re probably right,” said Alex. “Because at this very moment, several of the prisoners on this ship are plotting to hijack the vessel. They have no intention of going to Vesta.”

      The captain scoffed again. “Hijack the Racine? That’s impossible. They’d never get anywhere close to getting on the bridge.”

      “I’d hate to burst your bubble,” said Rick from beside Alex. “But how do you think we’re standing here right now? If Alex and I can get through to you with very little effort, you have a major issue with security.”

      The captain narrowed his eyes. “That’s a problem that can be fixed very quickly. I have enough security on this ship to watch every single one of you scumbags. You might have gotten lucky tonight but there won’t be a repeat performance.”

      “I should hope not because if they hijack this ship, the rest of us are dead,” said Alex. “They plan to take the ship to Dangallu. And to make that journey, they are going to get rid of every useless eater who doesn’t offer something to their cause. You might have already noticed that the ship is locked down because people keep showing up dead. That’s their handiwork.”

      “You’re worried about something that would never happen,” insisted the captain. “If anyone was stupid enough to try to take over this ship, they’d be squashed in about three seconds. This isn’t my first colony run, criminal. And I’ve never had an incident. There’s also an open investigation into the deaths of those two men. I think once the results come back, we’ll find that the cause of death was quite natural for both of them.”

      Alex shook his head, wondering how any person could have his head buried so far in the sand.

      “I don’t think you understand the kind of people you’re up against,” warned Alex. “These men are very capable and very smart. They are quietly gathering numbers and once the odds are in their favor, they won’t hesitate to attack.”

      “Like I said, nothing we can’t handle,” said the captain smugly.

      “Does anyone in your crew have any military experience?” asked Rick. “Fighting in the Alliance Navy or Space Marines?”

      “Or even paramilitary experience?” asked Alex, recalling his own past.

      The captain’s eyes rolled up in thought. “One of my guys was a navigator on a navy frigate before he got kicked out. But that’s about it.”

      Alex shared an apprehensive look with Rick before turning back to the captain. “These guys are going to eat your crew alive. If you don’t do anything to stop them, we’re all doomed.”

      “And just what would your plan be?” asked the Captain. “You expect me to arm you? You both would still be in prison without this program. Why would I trust anything you’re telling me, let alone the prospect of arming you?”

      “Because we’re the only two men on this ship capable of stopping them,” said Alex. “You don’t have to trust me until I’ve proven myself. Or until I can show you the troublemakers.”

      “What are their names?” asked the Captain. “I’ll have my crew launch an independent investigation of this, far from your control. There are official channels and processes that need to be followed.”

      “Or we can just take the bulk of your security to their cabins right now and get them to confess their plans,” offered Alex. “It won’t be hard. They’ve been bragging about it openly that I’m sure you’ll hear the full scope of their plan. This isn’t something that we can mess around with.”

      “Like I said, give me their names,” insisted the Captain. “And I can determine what to do with the information.”

      Alex crossed his arms, finding his temper agitated. This captain didn’t know what he was doing, and his ignorance was going to get a lot of people killed. Rick was the one to sprout off the names of all the ringleaders while the captain wrote down every last name.

      “I’ll have my security force look into these men at once,” said the captain, now eager to end the meeting. “And you two will go back to your cabins. If I get any word of you playing vigilante, I’ll make sure you’re kicked out of the program and banished back to Earth.”

      “You’re making a grave mistake, Captain,” said Alex. “Your men won’t be able to stop them.”

      The Captain scoffed. “That’s where you’re wrong. Now go back to your rooms. And if I ever find you past the guard station on this bridge again, you’re going to wish you were still in prison.”

      By the time he’d uttered his threat, security forces had gathered around Rick and Alex, escorting them to the entrance to the bridge. The two guards that Alex had punched made sure they got their revenge, striking Alex in the stomach before letting them go on their way.

      It was a terrible start to a potential rescue plan.

      “So what are we going to do now?” asked Rick as they made their way back to their cabins. “The quarantine order is still in effect for our cabins. And I highly doubt that the Captain is going to do anything about Serrano and his friends.”

      “I don’t know just yet,” said Alex. “And so far, they outnumber us. Not that we haven’t been outnumbered before but that last time we picked a fight with a big group of men, it didn’t turn out so well for us.”

      Rick grinned. “I don’t know. This isn’t such a bad fate. Especially with Nikki around now, and the promise of many more once we reach Vesta.”

      “If we reach Vesta at this point,” corrected Alex. “We should’ve landed late tonight. I heard an announcement that we were entering their star system just this morning.”

      Just about everyone had heard that announcement. The Racine had entered the 51 Pegasi system, starting first with the Oort cloud that surrounded the system. For many of the colonists, it was tantamount to seeing the end of their journey in sight.

      “If that’s the case, I expect Serrano to move any time now,” said Rick. “We’re just going to have to stop him before—”

      “Help! Someone help please!”

      Both Alex and Rick shared a look with each other after hearing the cry for help. It was a man’s voice that called out, and he sounded like he was just around the next block of cabins.

      Sure enough, they found him huddled on the floor, clutching his knees and weeping moments later. He had a familiar look to him, and Alex remembered that he was in their section, having received his technology and landing-partner at the same time the rest of them did.

      “Sam? Sam Reeves?” asked Rick, recognizing the man’s name. “What’s wrong with you? What happened?”

      Sam was nearly inconsolable. Whatever was upsetting him didn’t seem to be physical as he didn’t have any marks on him.

      “My landing-partner!” wept Sam before burying his face in his hands. “They kidnapped her! They took her away.”

      “Who took her away?” pressed Alex. “The staff?”

      “No,” said Sam, shaking his head. “Serrano and his men! They stole her from me! Claimed that one of his men didn’t get a landing-partner and he deserved Adela more than I did. I didn’t want to agree, but they made it clear that if I didn’t, they were going to kill both me and Adela! I couldn’t do that to her. Not after the night we spent together. She’s such a beautiful soul and now she’s in the hands of those assholes!”

      Alex felt his anger building. No matter where he went on this ship, he found evidence of Serrano’s presence. The man was becoming one hell of a pest, and it was about time to see that he was exterminated for good.

      Rick seemed to be having the same thought. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      Alex nodded. “I am. We have to stop Serrano. And we have to do it quickly.”
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      Serrano

      

      Lucius Serrano was a man on the move.

      Despite being forced into this colony program against his will, his plan of escape was starting to take form, and he would only need a little more time to put it into action.

      Soon enough, he would be on Dangallu, surrounded by his own people and all the whores that money could buy.

      It would almost be like being on Earth again before his arrest, when he commanded the loyalty of his entire organization.

      And to think, he’d already gotten a head start on the whore situation.

      “Would you like something else to drink, Master?”

      Serrano turned his head to look at Daniela, the woman that had been assigned as his landing-partner. She was no beauty, but she could be useful in her own ways. He’d also instructed her to call him master as the Womb’an did.

      “Get me another water at once,” he barked at her

      Daniela left quickly to fetch him a bottle, leaving Serrano temporarily alone at his table in the mess hall. The rest of the hall was full at the current time, and it was now mingled with men and women since the addition of the landing-partners.

      He wasn’t alone for very long. Several of his men arrived at his table, taking their seats around him as they waited for him to elaborate on why he’d called them together.

      “Good,” said Serrano before looking out on the rest of the table. “You’re all wondering why I called you here. It’s time to put the plan into motion. We’re now only days away from arriving at Vesta, and I don’t intend for this to be anything more than a pit stop until we can get moving to Dangallu. We’ve put together a plan to make this happen.”

      “Who’s we, boss?” asked Lido, his face still cut up and bloody from his last encounter with Hawthorne.

      “That would be Ross here,” said Serrano. “He used to pilot these ships before killing one of his officers who was stealing from him. That makes him ideally suited to take it over and get us to Dangallu.”

      “You know how to fly a ship like this?” Lido asked Ross.

      Ross scowled. “I can fly a ship like this in my sleep. They are all laid out in the same way. You’ve flown in one, you’ve flown in all of them. We’ll have to ditch the O’Neill cylinders but there will be plenty of space for us on the main ship once we’re rid of the colonists and most of the crew.”

      “What about getting onto the bridge in the first place?” asked another man at the table. “Security has been tight since they found out about the doctor’s death. No thanks to Lido on that one.”

      “He got what was coming to him,” growled Lido. “Especially after the comments he made about my cock.”

      “Security here is a joke,” scoffed Serrano. “Nothing that men of our caliber can’t handle, but I do intend to have us grab our pulse pistols early though, just so there’s no doubt who’s really in control of this ship.”

      “So what’s the plan then?” asked Lido. “What are we waiting for?”

      Ross was the one to answer that. “We can take the ship over at any time but we are better off following the path to Vesta and beyond to the 51 Pegasi star. We can loop around the star to build up speed, using it as a slingshot to start the journey to Dangallu. It should save us some time in getting there but for now, we need to continue on this slow navigational path to Vesta.”

      “But to answer your question, Lido, we’re going to spring the plan into action soon,” said Serrano. “Ross can maintain our heading to the star before we switch course to Dangallu. All we need to do is bring the ship under our control and it’s a done deal.”

      “What about any other resistance from someone other than the ship’s crew?” asked another member of the gang.

      “What the hell do you mean by that?” barked Serrano.

      The gang member gestured to Lido’s face. “I know the security on the ship didn’t fuck up Lido’s face like that. It’s the big man that did that. The one called Hawthorne. What the hell are we going to do about him?”

      It was a good question, one that Serrano didn’t have a good answer for yet. His efforts to recruit and then to intimidate Hawthorne hadn’t worked, and he knew that the man was more than a match for him. How could he sideline him without risking the entire plan?

      Serrano got his answer a moment later when he watched a tall, blonde beauty make her way into the mess hall to eat. A grin started to grow on his face.

      “You leave him to me,” said Serrano as he eyed his prey. “I know just how we can distract Hawthorne long enough to neutralize him.”
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      Alex made sure that Sam was back in his cabin before returning to his own. Sam was still upset about Adela, and Alex didn’t blame him for that, especially since they’d really hit it off in just the short time they’d been together.

      It was the total opposite experience than the one he had with Jenna.

      By the time he arrived back at his cabin, Rick was already waiting there for him, as was Nikki.

      “I hate to even say this but can we even help Sam with this problem?” asked Rick, his nerves evident in the strength of his voice. “He’s in no condition to get Adela back himself and we have bigger problems on our plate. We might have to stop Serrano before we can even attempt to work on the Adela situation.”

      “We’re going to do both,” insisted Alex. “One way or another, we’re going to set right everything that’s been fucked up by Serrano. But the ship takes precedence since everyone’s life is at risk until we stop them.”

      “And that means we’re going to have to do it ourselves,” scowled Rick. “With no help from the incompetent captain or his security force.”

      “They would only get in our way,” said Alex. “I’d rather have one good man to watch my back than any of them. In case you haven’t figured it out yet, you’re my one good man.”with a wink.

      “But isn’t this going to be extremely dangerous?” asked Nikki, eyeing both of them. “You both could be killed. Just like those two men that were killed already.”

      “We could just as likely be killed if we do nothing,” said Alex. “And I’m not the kind of guy that will just take bad news without doing something about it. I want to go after Serrano and his men, and I want to do it immediately.”

      “We’re going to need more than a couple knives to make that happen though,” said Rick, gesturing to the sheath on Alex’s belt.

      “Agreed. We’re going to have to test out those new Sabert 32 pistols early.”

      “But if one of those goes off, you’re going to rupture the entire ship!” protested Nikki. “Then we really will die!”

      “We’re going to have to take our chances,” said Rick.

      “Especially with the lower-ranking people of Serrano’s gang,” added Alex. “Serrano will know that we can’t fire the pistol on the ship but his other goons might not. We’re just going to have to rely on subterfuge until we’re in a position to even the scales. But my thought on the matter is if we take down Serrano and maybe Lido as well, the whole thing will crumble. Most of those men just want a strong leader to fall in behind. Without the head of the snake, the rest of the body dies.”

      “But what happens if one of those pistols really goes off in the ship?” asked Nikki. “And the ship gets damaged beyond repair. What happens then?”

      “Well, there are plenty of escape pods,” said Alex. “We’ll just have to hope we can make it to one before it’s too late. The ship’s hull is reinforced and it’s self-sealing for small breaches. That should buy us enough time in case something happens. We’ll also grab some space suits from the supply depot as well, though we might have to knock out a couple guards to get access to them, similar to the pulse pistols.”

      Rick chuckled. “You’ve been around criminals for too long, Alex. You’re starting to think like one.”

      Alex grinned. “We do what we have to do, right? If they’re going to treat us like criminals, there’s no reason why we can’t act like it sometime.”

      “My only question is whether we’ll be too far away to land on Vesta if we have to eject too early,” said Rick. “Those escape pods have navigational systems?”

      “They do but they’re crude,” replied Alex. “It’s the same model they used to have on the orbital ring around Earth. Good thing we’re already in the system but we’ll need good timing to make sure that if we have to use them, we’ll be close enough to the planet that we can still get there if shit hits the fan.”

      “Well, it’s better than nothing, I guess,” replied Rick. “How soon do we want to put this into action?”

      Alex said, “No time like the present and if we can foil this before they launch their attack, all the better.”

      Rick opened his mouth to respond but the next sound that all of them heard was a hard pounding on the door. It shocked Nikki and Rick, both of whom jumped at the sudden interruption, but this was something that Alex had been expecting ever since he had his fight with Lido.

      He knew that sooner or later, retribution was coming.

      And it looked like it was finally at his door.

      “Nikki, get back behind us,” said Rick as he and Alex moved closer to the door.

      Alex grabbed his knife and prepared to use it as he advanced on the door. With a nod to Rick, he grabbed the handle as sweat soaked his palms.

      He threw the door open with a start, only to find a startled pair of green eyes behind them. Alex had to stop his arm from following through with the knife thrust.

      He’d never seen Jenna look so scared before.

      “What are you doing here?” he hissed, looking out in the hall and then grabbing her wrist to pull her in the room.

      Jenna took a minute to regain her composure, mostly by stroking her thick, blonde hair.

      “I’m s-sorry,” she stuttered. “I was booted from my room finally. I tried to go back again but now they changed the lock.” Her eyes darted around. “I have to stay here with you.”

      “This is a dangerous place to be now,” replied Alex. “You’re better off in your room.”

      Jenna’s brow narrowed. “Well, I can’t exactly go back, so you’re stuck with me. We’re stuck with each other,” she corrected after a moment.

      Alex looked back over at Rick, who simply shrugged.

      “What do you want to do?” asked Rick.

      Alex looked at Jenna, who was now tapping her foot. Judging by her expression, there was something she wanted to say.

      And it was doubtful whether she was going to say it in front of Rick and Nikki.

      “Let me get her hidden then we will get to work. Rick, go loiter near your cabin for the time being,” said Alex to Rick. “I’ll come over when it’s time. Let me figure out what’s going on in here and then I’ll come get you.”

      Rick gave him a sympathetic look as his eyes raked over Jenna. “Good luck to you then.”

      Alex waited until they were gone before he settled on his bed. He’d put the knife down finally and put his hands together, watching Jenna out of the corner of his eye.

      The woman was such a mystery.

      Alex couldn’t figure her out whatsoever. He’d seen that she was capable of great acts of kindness by the way she treated his wound earlier, even without prompting. Something had obviously made her sign up for the program as well, which had to have meant that she agreed to becoming just like a wife to a man she’d never met.

      And yet, she was full of hostility, most of it for no reason. There was something about Alex that seemed to trigger her, like she had some concrete reason for not liking him or giving him a chance.

      But what that reason was, he had no idea.

      If only things were different between them, he might be quite happy to have her as a landing-partner. There weren’t many men on the ship who wouldn’t give their right arm for a single night with Jenna.

      But why did she have to be so frustrating?

      “Are you going to say something or are you just going to stare at me?” she asked after a moment of silence.

      Alex found himself shaking his head almost from the start. “Why don’t you start speaking? Especially since you seem like you have something you want to say anyway.”

      Jenna sighed and flipped her hair over her shoulder—a move that would have been sexy if she hadn’t been acting like a spoiled brat.

      Then she said something that was totally unforgivable.

      “Well, the least you can do is make me feel welcome here, since I have to be stuck in your cabin until they uncluster this landing mess. I almost wonder if we were never supposed to land today. Everyone is fucking stupid, fueled on aggression, and subservient to the pathetic authority. We’re all going to die!”

      That was the final straw.

      Alex found himself dashing to his feet, moving with speed toward Jenna. Her eyes went wide as a look of terror filled her face. She backed into the corner, holding her hands up in front of her body.

      Alex growled at her as soon as he saw her hands. “I’m not going to hit you! All you’ve done since we’ve met is be a royal bitch to me for no damned good reason. We all want to live. We’re not all stupid. I really, really want to live and that’s the bloody truth. If I can save some I will, but lady, you’re just a thorn in my side.”

      Jenna was shaking now, which started to trouble him on one hand. He didn’t mean to scare the girl but his anger had gotten the better of him at that moment.

      And now she looked positively frightened.

      “Please don’t hurt me,” she whimpered.

      All of Alex’s anger melted away at that point. Something just seemed to click inside his head, revealing something about Jenna that he didn’t expect.

      Someone had hit her in the past. And right now, she expected him to do the same.

      Alex walked away calmly and sat back down on the bed, giving her some space. He looked at her after a few minutes of silence.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said, finding her green eyes fixed on him. “I don’t know what happened to you in your past but I’m not that kind of guy. I’m angry, yes, but I wouldn’t resort to that.”

      Jenna nodded and moved away from the corner. She didn’t say anything right away, choosing to look around his room silently for several minutes. Finally, Jenna moved to the desk in the room and sat down in the chair opposite of Alex.

      She muttered something so low that Alex couldn’t even understand it.

      “What did you say?”

      Jenna met his eyes. “I said I’m sorry. You’re right. I’m being a bitch to you but it’s not because of what you did. It’s . . . complicated. Very complicated. And I find myself regretting the decision to go to Vesta.”

      “Join the line, but why though?” asked Alex. “You knew what this program was for, didn’t you? You knew the colonies offer sign on bonuses, nice places, and it’s all so you can be turned into property. It’s brutal, colony life is not the same as life on earth. I mean damnit, Jenna, they want us to procreate!

      “Sure you can pick someone else, but they are setting us up. If we don’t connect, a new grouping of living together will be orchestrated. This program was designed for you to work fourteen hour days while being a mother to the children of our surrogate births. Lots of them. You had to have known what you were getting yourself into.”

      “I did,” she admitted. “And I didn’t. Like I said, it’s really complicated. At the time, I just needed an escape plan. I needed away from my life on Earth. This didn’t seem so bad in comparison. My recruiter did not mention the quality of men I’d be put with.”

      It wasn’t hard to read between the lines here. She also had a point. Want men desperately, get desperate men. The colony or investors pay the prison, everyone wins besides the sweet girls who think they’re going out to the stars with men just like them, not criminals.

      “You had to get away from Earth?” asked Alex. “I’m going to go out on a limb and say you had to get away from the man that hit you, right?”

      Jenna swallowed heavily and nodded her head.

      The pieces were starting to fall into place now. There was trouble in her past, and it had driven her into this program as the next best option in a series of poor options.

      No wonder she was having the reaction that she did. She belonged in some kind of therapy, not tied to another man when she wasn’t even over the last one yet.

      At least she ended up with him. Alex couldn’t imagine what might have happened if she’d been assigned to someone like Serrano.

      “Listen, if you don’t want to be assigned to me, then I’m sure we can figure something out,” said Jenna after a moment. “I know that I’m going to be a poor landing partner, or fucking landing-partner as some of the girls call it. Its… we humans are little more than cattle to the expansionists.”

      I chuckled painfully while she shuddered. She wasn’t wrong.

      Jenna continued, “You don’t seem like the type that should have to suffer with someone like me. We can see if we can get you reassigned.”

      Alex’s answer to her surprised even him.

      “This is actually the first time since we met that I didn’t want you to be reassigned to someone else,” admitted Alex. “I can understand bad things happening in your past. My past isn’t exactly spotless either. I have many regrets, including the entire last year of my life above Earth when it all fell to shit. But at least now I can see why you reacted the way you did. And if I can put my life back together somewhat, maybe you can too.”

      It was just the thing she needed to hear. Jenna actually smiled at him again—not by accident but because she genuinely wanted to.

      And it was a radiant sight to see. Jenna was the most gorgeous woman he’d ever seen, and the sight of her pink lips splitting into a show-stopping smile was nearly enough to stop his heart.

      He would have loved the chance to put the past behind them but at that moment, they were rudely interrupted by a message on his P-com.

      “Alex, this is Rick. Are you ready yet? We need to get a move on.”

      Alex sighed deeply before looking at Jenna, who was now giving him a confused look.

      “Listen, I want you to stay here in my cabin with the door locked,” he explained. “There are some very bad guys afoot that are trying to hijack the ship. I’m going out there to stop them.”

      “Stop them?” she asked, looking at the wound on his chest. “But what if something else happens to you? What if they kill you?”

      Alex let out a rueful smile. “Lots of better men have tried in the past and I’m still here. I’m just going to have to hope that my luck continues to hold.”

      Jenna nodded but she seemed far from pleased at the prospect of him leaving. It was a stunning reversal from even just thirty minutes ago when she first arrived in his cabin.

      For the very first time, he felt hope that maybe this could work after all.

      “Is there anything I can do to help you?” she asked. “You know, if I’m your partner, I feel like I should be supporting you in some way.”

      Alex only shook his head. “Too dangerous. I can’t have you out there. I need you to stay here in my cabin and give me a reason to come back alive, okay?”

      Another smile parted her lips. “Okay, I can do that. But you really should come back.”

      Alex stood up and checked his knife before moving to the cabin door. He turned one last time to look at Jenna.

      “I mean it. Keep this door locked unless it’s me or Rick. And if you hear the alarm about something happening to the ship, I want you to find the nearest escape pod and get off it at once, okay? I’ll try to link up with you on Vesta.”

      Jenna nodded. “Good luck, Alex.”

      Alex left his cabin feeling a lot better about his situation than he did earlier. At least he was able to get somewhere with Jenna, and now the prospect of being tethered to her for the rest of his life didn’t seem so bad.

      He found Rick inside his cabin,ready to go as soon as he arrived. Alex watched as he said a very personal goodbye to Nikki, amazed at how quickly they’d seemed to grow close. After giving Nikki the similar instructions that Alex gave to Jenna, the two men exited the room and made for the section of the ship that contained most of their supplies.

      It was a room that had very limited access, guarded at almost all times, but Alex figured that if they could make it to the bridge, they could certainly get to the supplies as well. And once inside, they could grab pistols to aid their cause (at least by intimidating anyone that didn’t know they couldn’t be fired).

      However, it was their arrival in that section that caused some confusion for both of them.

      Mostly because there wasn’t a single guard in sight.

      “This can’t be right,” muttered Rick. “Where is the security here?”

      At that exact moment, the two men were rushed from behind. Alex felt something hard and heavy smash against his head, sending him to the floor, with Rick right behind him. His head started to spin as he struggled to remain conscious.

      “That should do it,” said a laughing voice that Alex couldn’t quite place.

      “No shit. Tell Serrano that we’ve taken care of these two dipshits. And let’s start putting the plan into place.”

      “What about the blonde bitch? What do we do with her?”

      “We find her, obviously! Serrano wants her personally. By this time tomorrow, she’s going to have one sore ass.”

      Feeling entirely helpless, Alex lost consciousness at that exact moment.
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      Serrano

      

      The next morning, Serrano was enjoying the fruits of his imminent victory. He had total control over his gang on the Racine, as well as a plan to take over the ship that very evening. He even had power over their section’s supply room, ensuring that his men were armed with pulse pistols for the eventual takeover.

      The best news about it all was that he didn’t have to worry about Hawthorne any longer. Serrano had anticipated that he would try to arm himself in order to stop the Dangallu plan and he’d struck first, taking over the room and having his men in place to neutralize Hawthorne before he could strike.

      Once Hawthorne was down, the hard part was done. All that remained was to put him in one of the secure cabins—a spartan dwelling that locked from the outside, meant to hold any criminal who got up to his old ways on the Racine.

      By the time that anyone was able to release Hawthorne, the O’Neill cylinders would already be released and the Racine would be on its way to Dangallu.

      But all of that now paled in comparison to the cherry on top of a perfect plan. That took the form of the blonde beauty that now sat in front of Serrano, her fierce green eyes staring daggers at him.

      “I’m told your name is Jenna,” said Serrano, stroking her milky thigh. “Not that it matters much but you are one hell of a looker, aren’t you?”

      That was almost an understatement. Jenna looked gorgeous in her skin-tight white colony suit—a modified space suit that covered the wearer from neck to toe. It was the outfit that nearly all of them wore on the Racine, and she filled hers out much better than anyone else.

      But for now, that outfit had been removed. Jenna was just wearing a skimpy tank top and a little pair of panties. Her tits were threatening to burst out of the thin fabric, and there wasn’t a man alive that wouldn’t appreciate the swell of her curves in such attire.

      “Sorry about your man though,” sneered Serrano, which made her whimper in response. “No hard feelings, eh? He was just too much of a dickhead to be left alone. I gave him every chance to join my organization but he wanted to be a martyr. What a shame.”

      At that point, Jenna tried to get out of the chair she was tied to. She didn’t have enough strength to move it and the chair only buckled in the attempt.

      Serrano used his hands to put his weight down on the chair, locking her in place.

      “Oh, you wouldn’t want to do that,” he said, putting his face only inches from hers. “I have big plans for you. You’re going to be my number one girl now.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Why’s that? Too ugly to get one on your own?”

      So she was feisty too. Serrano actually started to laugh. “I’m really going to enjoy you.”

      He saw the fight go out of her eyes, exactly what he wanted to see happen. She might resist the first time but she would be broken in eventually.

      Just like all the other women. Well, except for one.

      Before Serrano could continue, there was a knock on his cabin. Three of his men entered, and it was obvious that two of them were holding up the third man, who was clutching at his stomach and moaning in pain.

      “What are you doing in my cabin?” demanded Serrano. “Can’t you see I’m busy here?”

      “We have a problem, boss,” said one of the men, pointing at the wounded man.

      It was clear that the man had been wounded grievously. Blood was dripping from his stomach, and Serrano could almost see his intestines poking from the wound.

      “What the fuck happened to him?”

      “Incident with the ship’s security,” replied one of the men. “There was an . . . altercation with them on the lower levels after they tried to detain us.”

      “Why would they detain you?” demanded Serrano. “What were you doing?”

      “They had a list of our names,” replied the man. “I’m not sure how but they know. The ship’s crew knows what we’re doing.”

      At that exact moment, the ship’s alarm systems began to blare. Serrano recognized this alarm, being the same one that blared once that doctor showed up dead.

      It was the alarm for a genuine threat to the ship. And there was little doubt over who was now considered the main threat.

      “Fuck!” raged Serrano, striking the man that had just been speaking. The powerful blow sent him crumbling to the floor, taking the wounded man with him.

      “Get off your asses!” he yelled, watching them scurry up again. “We need to accelerate our timetable. The takeover begins right now! Go get every man and find Lido at once! Everyone assembles here as quickly as possible!”

      All but the wounded man sprung into action. The man still on the floor clutched at Serrano’s feet.

      “Please, give me something to dull the pain. This is killing me!” he whined.

      Serrano kicked the man, sending him flying across the room and crashing against the wall. Out of the corner of his eyes, he saw Jenna wince upon hearing the man’s cries of pain.

      Serrano didn’t have time for weakness, especially not now when so much was on the line.

      At least the rest of his gang was there quickly. There were fifteen of them overall, including Lido, who was effectively his second-in-command.

      “As you might notice from the alarms, we have a problem on our hands,” said Serrano. “It’s time to execute the plan. I have our pulse pistols in a box right by my bed. Everyone should grab one but don’t be stupid enough to fire it on the ship. Use it to bash someone’s skull in before you fire it, or we’ll never get to Dangallu. Any questions?”

      The majority of the men shook their heads.

      “Good, let’s get moving.”

      Upon leaving Serrano’s cabin, the group promptly split up into two factions. Serrano would lead half of them to the ship’s bridge, taking it over so that Ross could set the course for Dangallu. The other half of the group was led by Lido, who would take over the main security hub before they had a chance to respond to the bridge takeover.

      The two groups separated as they made their way into the inner part of the ship, with Serrano leading the way to the bridge. The alarm was still blaring as they moved, and they found that most of the ship was already quarantined in their cabins.

      All except the essential crew and the security.

      Those few unlucky individuals were beaten until they stopped resisting. Serrano’s orders were explicit in that regard—anyone who showed the slightest bit of resistance was to be neutralized in the quickest possible way.

      For most of those people, that involved repeated blows to the head.

      As they reached the ship’s bridge, they found that it was more reinforced than the last time it had been scouted out. There were six security guards altogether—almost all of whom were big and burly.

      “Just like we planned,” grunted Serrano to the rest of them. He gestured for one of the bigger men to accompany him, and the two men put away their pistols and approached the guards casually.

      “Stop and return to your cabins,” said the lead guard, looking at both men. “The ship is under lockdown right now. You do not belong here.”

      “We don’t?” asked Serrano, putting on a polite smile as he kept walking. “We must have gotten lost. Can you point us back to section three?”

      “Stop advancing right now!” said the guard, but that wasn’t enough to stop Serrano. The guards already looked to be pissing themselves as they looked at his size.

      “But we can be friends, can’t we?” asked Serrano, stopping right next to the guard.

      Before the guard could react, Serrano swung his fist as hard as he could, crashing against the man’s temple. The blow knocked him unconscious as if a switch flipped.

      “Then again, maybe we’ll be enemies,” said Serrano as he started swinging at the next man.

      The fight was over in a matter of thirty seconds. All six of the guards were dispatched easily, being no threat whatsoever to Serrano and his group.

      “Let’s go!” yelled Serrano back to the rest of them. “Time to take over the bridge!”

      They rushed into the central command station for the Racine, knocking out crew members as they went. Several of them tried to resist, most notably the captain of the vessel as well as two other officers.

      Serrano was the one that personally destroyed the captain’s face, leaving it a bloody pulp of ruined flesh and killing the man after several moments. The other two officers were given similar treatment until there wasn’t a man left standing on the bridge that didn’t give total allegiance to Serrano.

      At that moment, Serrano’s P-com rang out with one simple message from Lido.

      “Security is under our control.”

      Serrano’s mouth twisted into a cruel smile.

      The Racine belonged to him.

      “Ross, get over there and pilot this thing,” barked Serrano once all opposition had ceased. “Put in the course that we described. How soon can we get out of the system?”

      Ross looked at the navigation console and started to hit buttons on it. “By this calculation, they’ve… Hmm… It looks like they stalled for some reason. We’ll be there in two days. I’m setting a new course for us to jettison the O’Neill cylinders and then proceed past the planet to the 51 Pegasi star, at which point we’ll slingshot around the star using the gravitational assist. We’ll then arrive at Dangallu in another . . . three months and twenty-two days.”

      “And without all those useless mouths to feed, we’ll be able to live off the return supplies for the skeleton crew while we’re transiting to Dangallu,” said Serrano with some excitement. “I love it when a plan comes together!”

      “Speaking of plans, can we come up with one to turn off that damned alarm?” asked another member of the gang. “It’s giving me a splitting headache.”

      Serrano inspected the bridge until he found the control override console and switched off the alarm. Within a second, the ship entered a blissful silence. He also noticed another button that brought a smile to his lips.

      “It’s time for everyone to find out about the little change that we made,” as he switched on the ship’s intercom.

      “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen,” said Serrano, hamming up his presentation. “This is your new Captain Lucius Serrano. There’s been a slight change in plans. Instead of turning back to Earth, the Racine will be only making a brief stop at Vesta before changing course to the Dangallu system. My men and I are in complete control of the ship, and the majority of the former crew members are now detained, including the captain.”

      Serrano took a deep breath. “That feeling that you just received? That’s called fear. You fear what my intentions are, mostly because you didn’t expect this to happen. Well, it has, but you don’t need to be fearful. I’m still going to drop most of you off at Vesta when we arrive. Of course, you won’t get to take your supplies. Those will stay on the Racine to nourish my crew on the journey to Dangallu, but at least you’ll have your lives still. That is, as long as you don’t interfere with my plans. That is why most of you are alive, as leverage. Make me angry and I’ll show no mercy.”

      Serrano had almost put the microphone down when he remembered something else. “One more thing. My men and I will be inspecting most of the sex-slaves… or right, sorry, landing-partners that were given out a few days ago. We’ll be taking the most attractive of them with us to Dangallu. If you try to resist, we’ll beat your face into a bloody pulp and then we’ll all take turns making you watch her being used.” Serrano chuckled into the microphone and lightened the tone of his voice. “Thank you for flying Serrano Airlines, and I hope you had a pleasant journey.”

      Serrano turned and grinned at his gang. “Now the fun really begins.”
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      Alex came back to consciousness suddenly. His body ached, but it was his head that throbbed the most. Opening his eyes slowly, he looked around his surroundings to make sure that none of Serrano’s gang was nearby.

      Thankfully, the only person he could see was Rick.

      Alex pushed to his feet quickly to analyze his environment. He was in a cabin, of that much he was sure, but this didn’t look like the one he’d been assigned.

      This one was definitely empty and had nothing beyond very basic amenities. Looking at the door, Alex moved closer until his hand rested on the handle. He tried to yank it back.

      But it didn’t even budge.

      They were locked in here.

      Alex went over to look at Rick, shaking his shoulder. “Rick, get up. Come on, I need you to get up.”

      His former brother-in-law stirred slowly. “What the fuck happened to us?” he asked with his eyes still closed.

      “We were ambushed,” said Alex. “And now we’re stuck in this room. Locked in is more accurate. Thankfully, the idiots were in a hurry and just tossed us in here. Not that having our hand free helps us since the door locks on the other side and god knows what’s been going on while we’ve been in here?”

      Rick stumbled to his feet slowly, but even he had to try the door, confirming that it was locked once more.

      “I hate to even say it but it doesn’t look like we’re getting out of here anytime soon,” said Rick.

      Alex didn’t want to admit that he was right. He suspected these cabins were for anyone who acted up too much on the ship, and that the door would only open once unlocked from the outside.

      Until they could figure a way out, Serrano had a free hand to do with the Racine what he pleased.

      

      Alex moved about the room that was a functioning jail cell—meant for any colonists that got too out of hand, and that door was looking stout enough that he would need something with some serious heft to it in order to budge it.

      Alex looked around for something—anything—that might help them get out. It was as his eyes fell on the bed that something sparked. He found what he searched for with one glance at the bed in the room. The frame was made of a solid metal, most likely steel. It could be the battering ram he needed.

      Alex was just throwing off the mattress when Rick intervened.

      “Wait, Alex, look over there!”

      Alex looked over to where his former brother-in-law was pointing, only to find a camera trained on them in the corner of the room. No doubt, the feed was going back to security, where Serrano and his men would be keeping a close eye on them. Even if they did breakout, Serrano would know almost instantly and be able to send his goons after them.

      “What do we do?” asked Rick. “We can’t take out the feed either or it’ll be as bad as taking out the door.”

      Alex thought for a moment before the idea struck him.

      “I’ve got it. We’re going to use a little trick I learned while fighting in the Orbital Wars,” said Alex, opening up his P-com. He searched for an app that he’d used before, a rudimentary hacker application that was good enough to replace a camera feed (or put it in a loop) on a temporary basis.

      “Found it,” said Alex as he moved closer to the camera. He placed his P-com right next to it to begin the process. “I’ve used this enough times to shut down a camera feed so my team could sneak into a rival lord’s section of the orbital ring. Works like a charm and it looks like this version is even faster than the one I used.”

      Within a matter of seconds, the camera feed was hacked into, and Alex set it back into a previous loop.

      “There, now they’ll keep seeing the same feed running in a loop every fifteen minutes,” said Alex once he was done. “It won’t fool them forever but it will certainly buy us some more time.”

      “Assuming we can get out of this cell,” said Rick as he looked around. “You really think you can get this door open with that bed frame?”

      Alex grinned. “There’s only one way to find out.”

      It turned out to be much easier for Alex than he imagined. The frame was dense and heavy, making it the perfect battering ram once he’d pulled it up on its side. Using all his strength, Alex yanked the frame back and sent it crashing forward, creating a dreadful noise of metal on metal. The door took several, heavy blows before Alex used the last of his strength to shatter the internal sensor that kept it shut. The door sprung open at that point, granting them their freedom.

      Alex turned to look at Rick, who was now staring at him.

      “Door’s open,” Alex grunted, dropping the bed frame. “Let’s go.”

      “Jesus, Alex, I always knew you were strong but holy shit,” said Rick as he looked at the door. “You were tossing that steel frame around like it was a pencil. It had to have weighed nearly a hundred and fifty kilograms. Sometimes I think you’re not even human.”

      Alex didn’t have the right words to respond to that, especially as he remembered the report that Dr. Barnes had written before he died. He also fought back a snicker that Lido helped cover up his truth because the Dr. made fun of his penis.

      And maybe both Rick and Barnes were right about something? What exactly was he if he wasn’t human?

      That answer would have to wait. With the door now open, it was time to figure out how to strike back at Serrano. Alex stepped into the hall cautiously with Rick following just behind him. Once they were out of the room, Alex pulled the damaged door shut behind them.

      “Plausible deniability,” he explained to Rick. “If they see the door open, they’ll know we’ve escaped. If they see it closed, they’ll think we’re still in there.”

      “I can’t fault your logic,” replied Rick. “Where to now? What about the girls? Oh shit, Nikki!”

      Both of their landing-partners had been left in their respective cabins. And god knows what had happened to them while they were incapacitated.

      “Come on, let’s check it out,” said Alex. “Our cabins are this way.”

      They worked their way back to section three of their cylinder, which took less time than Alex expected. For one, there was no one out in the main halls of the cylinder. Just about everyone had disappeared after the ship had been taken over by Serrano, and judging by the lack of any noise in the cabins, they weren’t even sequestered there either.

      It was almost like this entire cylinder had been abandoned already, and Alex had to wonder if the same conditions were present on the other cylinder as well.

      “This is getting just downright weird,” said Rick as they neared their cabins. “Where did everyone go? All the escape pods are still docked. No one has left the ship.”

      “Probably huddling together in some spot where they think they’ll be safe,” said Alex. “It can get awfully lonely in those cabins, especially if you think your life might be in danger. There’s strength in numbers.”

      They arrived at Rick’s cabin first and entered slowly, taking the time to make sure that they wouldn’t be discovered by any of Serrano’s men. Thankfully, there were no cameras in these cabins so they didn’t have to worry about surveillance but what they found inside was troubling enough on its own.

      Nikki was nowhere to be found. And judging by the remains of Rick’s Womb’an, someone had brought something hard and heavy down over her head, shattering the internal processor and ruining the realistic exoskeleton.

      “What the fuck,” whispered Rick as he looked over the cabin. His Womb’an was destroyed, and the majority of his valuable possessions were missing, and that was even before asking the question of what happened to Nikki.

      Alex didn’t waste much time in going to his cabin either. Inside, he found the same situation. Kristina had been completely destroyed, and it looked like whoever did it really relished the process. Jenna was missing as well and there was no clue what had happened to either woman.

      “It had to be Serrano,” said Alex once he reunited with Rick. “We know he stole Sam’s landing-partner, Adela, right? Maybe that’s what they’re doing now. They’re taking all the landing-partners for the use of the gang as well as anything valuable they can find.”

      Rick put a hand on his stomach. “It makes me sick to think about what they could be doing to Nikki right now. Alex, we have to find them.”

      “There still might be hope,” said Alex. “My gut feeling tells me I’m wrong but maybe, just maybe they might be with the rest of the colonists. If we can find them, we can rule that out for sure though.”

      “What are we waiting for then? We have to find them!”

      There were only so many places that many colonists could gather comfortably. Several of the larger storage and meeting rooms on their cylinder could house that many people, but they still had to move quietly to keep from being discovered by Serrano’s men.

      It was the third room they tried where they found the bulk of the colonists from their section. Opening the door to the storage facility revealed a mass of eyes, all of them frightened and huddling together to stay safe.

      “Alex! Rick!”

      The two men were met by Sam Reeves, who was waving his hand to get their attention. With him was another familiar face, that of Garrison, who looked much more frightened than the last time Alex saw him.

      “Where have you two been?” asked Sam. “We noticed you weren’t with the rest of us, and we were beginning to think that Serrano did something to you.”

      “He certainly tried,” scoffed Alex. “But it didn’t hold. We broke out.”

      “I think I owe you two gentlemen an apology,” said an embarrassed Garrison. “If I had listened earlier, well, maybe we wouldn’t be in this predicament right now.”

      “Can’t go back and change the past,” replied Alex. “Or else none of us would be here. But we need to figure out the strategic situation. And we need to stop Serrano from getting away with this ship and the... Let’s just save the ship.”

      “How though?” asked Garrison. “They’ve taken all the guns. All the pulse pistols are sitting in crates in a storage room off the bridge, guarded by his people. There’s no way in or out without discovery, and he has the security of the ship completely locked down.”

      “Not completely,” said Alex. “Or else Rick and I would have never been able to find you.”

      He took a moment to detail their escape from the cell as well as the reprogramming of the feed that masked their exit.

      “Is that something we can do on a large scale?” asked Sam. “Reprogram all the feeds on the ship so that we can organize a counterattack?”

      Alex started to shake his head. “Our P-coms can only do individual feeds. They don’t have enough juice to take on the whole system without all of us picking a feed to work on. Besides, my feeling is that if we all tried to do it at once, there’s no way we’d escape discovery. It’s too risky. Eventually, Serrano is going to see us coming, and we’re going to have to be ready. Do we have any other weapons here?”

      “Some people grabbed some cutlery from the kitchens,” replied Garrison. “That’s about it. There’s some personal knives going around but any other weaponry wouldn’t have been allowed to get on the ship back on Earth. All the heavy stuff belongs with Serrano now.”

      “Then I think we need to even the odds a little,” said Alex. “Do we know how many of these shitheads are loyal to Serrano? The last I saw, it was no more than fifteen. Maybe twenty max.”

      “I’d say that’s a fair count,” replied Sam. “But they seem to be the biggest men on the ship. The men that typically ran the prison yard back when we were all in it. It seems that circumstances haven’t changed much since then.”

      “No, they’ve changed greatly,” replied Alex. “At least out here, we can kill them with impunity. At the end of the day, the only thing they’re going to understand is force. And we have a great advantage in that area right now.”

      Garrison looked around the room before looking back at Alex. “I have to say that I don’t agree with you. We’re disarmed and scattered and Serrano is clearly on top. How do we have any possible advantages right now?”

      Alex let out a smile. “We have the advantage of surprise. If we plan this right, Serrano will never see us coming.”
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      The hardest thing about striking back against Serrano was picking a plan that everyone was comfortable with. Most of the hardened criminals had gone with Serrano, leaving those behind that weren’t exactly up to snuff in fighting capacity. Almost all of them were willing to look up to Alex as the leader of their band of rebels, but that also meant that he had to figure out a plan that played to their strengths.

      “Garrison, do we have a map of the ship present?” asked Alex. “I want to see the entire layout down to the last storage locker. We know Serrano controls the bridge and security but that leaves us a lot of room to operate if we know which areas are open for operations.”

      Garrison used his P-com to enter the instructions and quite suddenly, a full hologram of the Racine appeared before them in viewable fashion, showing every last cabin.

      “Perfect,” said Alex as he examined the map. He quickly found the bridge and security, being on the inner portion of the ship in the part that wasn’t modular. “This is the nerve center of Serrano’s gang. As long as they have control of the bridge as well as most of the arms, they have complete control of the ship. They won’t need to venture out to make many patrols as they won’t be expecting any of you to offer any resistance.”

      “And they’ll be expecting that both Alex and I are already detained,” added Rick.

      “Right, but not for long, which is why we need to strike quickly,” said Alex. “How far away are we from Vesta at the current moment?”

      “As of the most recent data, we’re right at the forty-eight hour mark,” said Garrison. “Two more days and we’re there.”

      “That’s also a window of opportunity for us because in case anything goes wrong, we’re going to want the ship as close to the planet as possible,” said Alex. “Those escape pods have a limited range and if they get set off while we’re still in deep space, they’re never going to make it.”

      “So how do we attempt to strike back?” asked Sam. “How do we fight people with guns when we don’t have any?”

      “Guns they can’t use,” said Garrison. “They have to rely on muscle and intimidation, but they also have that in spades over us.”

      “But what they don’t have is numbers,” said Alex. “Garrison, do we have a way of determining all the men that are with Serrano? I want an exact count as well as headshots for recognition purposes.”

      Once again, Garrison punched in the request in his P-com and pictures of different men started to float up against the ship’s schematics. In all, pictures of eighteen men appeared, with two pictures going to the top of the hierarchy.

      “Serrano and Lido,” muttered Alex as he viewed the entire hierarchy. “Only eighteen men and two stations to keep manned, so roughly nine apiece. However, if they’re smart, they’ll set a limited patrol around those core areas of the ship that they have to keep it under control. It’ll be just enough to spot trouble before it develops.”

      “Like a patrol around the engine room or food storage?” asked Sam.

      “Exactly,” replied Alex. “My feeling is that these patrols will only be a few men or so but that’s where we have the advantage in stealth. If we can pick off a few men doing the patrols before we make our assault, that’s less we have to deal with. It will only work on two or three groups tops before they figure out what’s happening but it’s our best way of evening the scales. And if we’re lucky, we’ll have a chance to arm ourselves from the fallen men.”

      “So if we can get in position down here, we might be able to stumble into the first patrol,” said Garrison, pointing out a section near the engine room. “There’s a path down there that has very poor lighting. If they’re patrolling that section, we’ll be able to set an ambush.”

      “What are we waiting for then?” asked Alex.
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      Alex assembled a small group of twenty volunteers, mostly men who were keen to rescue damsels they wanted to get to know better. Most of them had ended up in prison for lesser charges, as was illustrated by a conversation Rick and Sam had as they moved.

      “Sam, don’t take this the wrong way but you’re not exactly the most intimidating guy,” said Rick as they headed into the interior of the ship. “I can’t picture you being in prison before this program.”

      Sam hung his head low. “That’s because I’ve never killed anyone or stole anything. Well, apart from money. They got me for tax fraud. I made a ton of money through my businesses but understated my earnings. Well, the government found out about it and here I am. I only volunteered for the program because I would have been killed otherwise. I was seconds away from becoming someone’s bitch and I was determined to never let that happen.”

      “I guess I don’t blame you then,” said Rick. “It seems like most of the men with us aren’t the hardened killers that Serrano has. I guess that’s both a good and a bad thing.”

      “I’d like to think it’s a good thing,” interrupted Garrison. “It’s not hard to tell who the real criminals were in this program, men like Serrano or Lido who would never change. I almost hated to see those men get paired up with innocent ladies looking for a fresh start, knowing what those women would go through. But that’s the program unfortunately. Vesta didn’t exactly get the cream of the crop like the other, better known space colonies.”

      “If we do our jobs right, those women will have a second chance,” said Alex. “Especially the ones that were abducted. Come on, it looks like we’re almost there.”

      The men moved slowly through the ship, using their P-coms to temporarily disable any security feeds that would have otherwise captured their movements. They came to the portion of the ship that housed the maintenance room for the two dark matter reactors that powered the engines. Overall, it was a tiny portion of the overall ship, with the reactors extending all the way to the stern of the vessel where the exhaust came from three funnels per reactor.

      “This is it,” said Alex, gesturing for all of them to hide in the shadows. “We’ve been lucky enough not to run into any of Serrano’s men on the journey here but that doesn’t mean they’re not nearby. Everyone will have to stay hidden and stay quiet. When we get company, follow my lead.”

      “Hopefully that’s not too long from now,” grumbled Rick as he slid against the darkened wall.

      It was there that they waited. They waited for over an hour, each man scarcely moving a muscle. For Alex, it was another memory of the Orbital Wars, when his battalion would set an ambush for another rival lord. Those days had been filled with Machiavellian violence that wasn’t for the faint of heart.

      In a way, it was a reminder of the kind of weapon he’d been forged into.

      One entirely without fear.

      He was the first to hear footsteps along the corridor that passed in front of the hidden room. Judging by the way their boots echoed off the floor, there were two of them, and they were moving too slowly to be that alert. They were also chattering as they walked, no doubt to pass the time.

      It soon became obvious that the men on the patrol thought that no one else on the ship was a threat to them.

      “Great, big titties! Huge ones! The kind that you can just shove your face in and shake from side to side,” said one of the patrols once they got within earshot.

      “That big, eh? You’ve got to be shitting me.”

      “No fuckin’ way would I do that. You should have seen this thick babe. Best and biggest titties I’ve ever seen. The only problem was her snatch, which was looser than all hell. Biggest fuckin’ tragedy in the world to have titties that big and a worn-out snatch but what else is a guy to do?”

      “Knowing you, you still fucked her, didn’t you, Mitch?”

      “Fuckin’ right I fucked her!” growled Mitch. “She liked it rough too. Sometimes the oddest requests make me the horniest.”

      Alex waited until the two men were just within their sight before giving the signal.

      Suddenly, he snapped into action, followed by Rick and another man, Hitchens, who was the next most capable. Alex pounced on the one called Mitch before he knew what happened, taking his face between his two giant hands and twisting, snapping the man’s spinal cord. Mitch was dead before he even knew what happened and his patrol partner followed him shortly after.

      “Pull their bodies over there,” said Alex, gesturing to the darkened hall they’d emerged from. “And take everything on them that we can use, especially any weapons.”

      A quick search of their bodies revealed two of the pulse pistols that Serrano had stolen. Alex took one for himself while giving the second to Rick. They also found a knife, a little bit of food, and two P-coms.

      “That was almost too easy,” said Garrison once the two men were hidden in one of the storage rooms off the hallway.

      “The first ones always are,” said Alex. “It’s what happens when the rest of them figure out that their friends are gone that makes it interesting. The big question now is will we get another patrol or will we get Serrano’s whole gang next time around?”

      “If we get their whole gang, we’re not going to last long,” warned Sam. “I know we have the pistols and everything but that’s not going to stop them, especially since we can’t use them inside the ship.”

      “Even still, it’s better odds than we had before,” replied Alex. “Let’s just hope our luck continues to hold.”

      That was good enough for the men and they resumed their places in the shadows. Alex crouched in a spot near Rick, the two men the closest to the adjacent corridor that was being patrolled.

      “Ever wish we would have just stayed on Earth?” asked Rick, grinning at him in the process. “Sometimes I think prison life would have been a whole lot different. Probably more peaceful.”

      “Peaceful but boring,” replied Alex. “And I’ll take any chance I could get to get outside of those four metal walls.”

      Rick twirled his finger around. “Kind of ironic you’ve been inside these walls for nearly a year. At least if we can make it to Vesta, we’ll have found some kind of freedom.”

      “I’ll take this over prison any day,” said Alex. “I know that . . . I deserved to be in there for what I did. But it was a price I was always willing to pay.”

      “Alex,” growled Rick. “We’ve been through this. What you did was justified and you know it. Hell, I’m glad to have gone in for something like that. Sophie would have been happy.”

      “Liar,” said Alex, grinning. “Sophie would have been pissed making conjugal visits all the time.”

      Rick shook his head. “That’s something I don’t need to think about regarding my sister, thanks. In my head, she’ll always be sixteen and a virgin for the rest of her life.”

      Alex gave him a funny look. “She told me she lost her virginity at fifteen.”

      Rick closed his eyes and shook his head. “Can we move on from this please?”

      Alex started to chuckle, but it quickly died in his throat when they heard the telltale sounds of footsteps once more. Alex gave the signal to the rest of the men as they went on high alert, waiting for their prey to get closer. These two men were also chattering to themselves as they walked, and Alex was hopeful that they’d be able to strike again and pick off two more of Serrano’s men before the final confrontation.

      At least these men seemed to be paying attention. They walked with clear and purposeful footsteps, and Alex got the impression they wouldn’t be as easy to take down as the others.

      Right as they crossed the threshold, Alex flashed the signal to Rick and Hitchens. Repeating the same movements from earlier, Alex leapt from his hiding spot.

      He leapt only to find the other man was waiting for him. The man’s fist connected with Alex’s jaw, and he swung hard enough to knock Alex straight to the ground. His head started to spin due to the intensity of the blow, but judging by the sounds of surprise from Rick and Hitchens, they ran into the same problem.

      Rubbing his jaw, Alex looked up at the two men who now had their pistols trained on them. Just from behind them, another figure emerged from further down the hallway.

      It was Lido.

      “Time to settle this once and for all, Hawthorne,” he growled, once more cracking his knuckles.

      Alex’s jaw still ached as he pushed to his feet, staring back at the intimidating form of Lido directly in front of him. Just behind Lido, more members of Serrano’s gang had arrived, balancing the scales with the men that came with Alex.

      “Did you think we wouldn’t notice when our patrols went missing?” asked Lido with a sneer. “I knew it was you the second they failed to return.”

      “I was hoping you’d figure it out,” said Alex, challenging him. “I wanted to be the one to kill you. And now this is my chance.”

      Lido shook his head. “You have nothing. Nothing to back up that tall boast. You have a group of pussies with you, none of which are a match for my men. In fact, my men have stolen their landing-partners already. You really think you can beat us?”

      “Yeah, I do,” replied Alex, taking one step closer. “And I’m getting tired of all this talk. Are you going to fight me or not?”

      Lido growled. “With pleasure.”

      The two men collided at once, their arms pulled back to strike each other as the rest of the men started to engage in the fight as well. Alex almost forgot how quick Lido could be, moving with a speed that most large men couldn’t fathom. He was strong too, as evidenced by the way the pain struck Alex’s body every time he was hit.

      “It must devastate you to know that your little blonde bitch is with us now, doesn’t it,” taunted Lido. “What was her name? You see, I don’t even know what it is. To me, she’s just a bitch. A bitch with a tight ass and a sweet mouth.”

      The reminder of Jenna struck Alex with a fury he hadn’t felt in a long time. He launched himself at Lido, causing the man to fall back against the wall of the ship, his head making contact with the metal.

      Lido looked up at Alex and sneered. “That piss you off, Hawthorne? I heard that you never even had her. Does it make you angry knowing that we already passed her around like a peace pipe?”

      Alex smashed his fist against Lido’s mouth repeatedly, not stopping until the man’s mouth was filled with blood. Lido spat out a tooth in the process, failing to use his remaining strength to dislodge Alex from his dominant position.

      It was while in this position that Alex heard an unmistakable sound. The sound of a pulse pistol firing. Looking up, he saw that several of Lido’s men had started firing at his own group of rebels, taking out a few of them in the process. Even when they were warned not to do so, they kept doing it anyway, setting up the potential for calamity.

      It was Alex’s temporary distraction that caused Lido to pull his feet up, using his remaining strength to launch Alex across the corridor and freeing himself in the process. Lido wiped the blood from his mouth.

      “Stop firing, you fools! You’re right next to the damn reactors!”

      Despite the warnings, Lido’s men kept firing which was only making the matter worse. Lido attacked one of his men that was closest to him to get him to stop firing but now even some of Alex’s men were firing back with weapons that they’d picked up from the dead.

      “No firing!” yelled Alex. “You’re going to get us all killed if you puncture the hull!”

      Alex barely had the chance to complete the sentence before Lido was on him again, his fist shattering against Alex’s already sore jaw. Alex lost his footing, falling to the ground only to have Lido take his place over him, using his powerful fists to batter at Alex’s head.

      “You’re not going to stop us!” roared Lido as he battered Alex. “We’re not going to fucking Vesta! We’re going to Dangallu!”

      The blows stopped temporarily only for Lido to grab Alex around the throat and start to squeeze. Alex grabbed the other man’s arms, trying to pull them away from his body but Lido’s strength was starting to overwhelm him.

      “Just fucking die,” snarled Lido. “You need to fucking die.”

      At that moment when the fight seemed lost, Alex remembered the dirty trick Lido had pulled against him. Pulling his feet back against his body, Alex dug his boot into the other man’s chest.

      “You first,” he growled, launching Lido with a thrust of his legs.

      The man was tossed across the corridor, directly into the oncoming fire from the rest of his men. Lido jolted from two shots piercing his body—one in the stomach and one in the shoulder—killing him instantly.

      That might have been the end of the fight had the rest of the men not resorted to using their pulse pistols. Lido’s death caused the still living members of the gang to start their retreat, using their pistols to cover their asses as they moved. And yet it was because of one missed shot that calamity befell them.

      Alex wasn’t sure who fired it but he saw that it came from one of Lido’s men. The shot missed all of them, and the extremely concentrated burst of plasma energy passed through the barrier of the corridor directly into the main compartment, where it impacted one of the dark matter reactors.

      The resulting explosion knocked all of them to their feet. Alex couldn’t even look in the direction of the reactor room, as flashes of light and fire continued to burst as the reactor started to shut down.

      The worst was yet to come. The explosions continued down the length of the reactor, causing the entire ship to tremble as it then reached the outer exhausts of the Racine. The biggest explosion yet blinded all of them as it ripped off a portion of the ship’s outer wall, exposing the reactor to the harsh environment of deep space.

      “We have to get out of here!” yelled Alex to Rick as he pulled his friend to his feet. “We have to seal this section off before it’s too late!”

      As it turned out, it was too late for several of the men closest to the engine room. The resulting hole extinguished the fires completely due to the lack of oxygen but the loss of pressure caused several men to be sucked into the room before they were pushed out into deep space.

      What was left of the group managed to get to the end of the corridor where there was a set of airlock doors built into the structure—a safeguard for catastrophes on the ship—which were set every fifty meters along the corridors. Alex triggered the doors to close as the remaining members of the gang did the same thing on the other side of the corridor.

      After the doors were closed, almost all of them looked through them to see explosions continue to demolish the reactor, tearing away another portion of the ship.

      “Jesus Christ, I told you all to never fire your pistols on the ship!” yelled Garrison. “You may have just killed all of us!”

      “Nothing more we can do now,” said Alex. “Can the Racine continue on with only one reactor though? How bad is this likely to get?”

      “The Racine was designed to only need one reactor at a time but what I’m worried about is that giant, gaping hole in the engine room,” snapped Garrison. “That hole is only going to get bigger! We might only have a small amount of time left!”

      “How will we know?” asked Alex. “Do we have somewhere we can go to evaluate the damage?”

      “The bridge will be getting a report, no doubt,” said Garrison. “But we might be able to hack into the data feed and see for ourselves. Either way, we would need to know how much time we have left.”

      As Garrison finished speaking, the alarm for the entire ship went off, the one signaling cataclysmic structural damage. At that point, everything Garrison said seemed to be vindicated and they raced off back to their cylinder, where they found the rest of the colonists waiting.

      As Sam and the other men updated the people, Garrison used his P-com to hack into the ship’s data feeds, rerouting the status report to them for investigation. Just like before, a hologram of the entire ship appeared before them, only this time it was centered on the damage to the ship, showing the hole that had developed from the explosion.

      “This is bad,” muttered Garrison before looking at Alex. “This is really bad.”

      “How much time do we have?” pressed Alex. “What’s going to happen to the ship?”

      “Judging by this report, the Racine can maintain structural integrity for another fifty-two hours before she’s completely destroyed,” replied Garrison. “That hole is going to keep getting bigger, doubling in size every eight hours. The ship will be sufficiently weakened by the time we get two days out and then no more Racine.”

      “But we can get to Vesta though, right?” asked Rick. “We’re still less than two days out from Vesta, so we can still make it?”

      Garrison shook his head. “That fifty-two hour figure is the time it takes for the ship to completely disintegrate. We’re going to lose other portions of it quicker than that, depending on how close they are to the main engine room. A good portion of the ship’s internal systems like the ones that regulate our oxygen, water, and gravity levels are housed near the reactors. Once those go, we might as well be in deep space because it’s sure as hell going to feel like it.”

      “If that’s the case, how much time do we actually have?” asked Alex. “We need to be long gone before the fifty-two hours lapses but what’s a realistic figure before the ship’s support systems give out?”

      Garrison studied the map of the ship and even enlisted another member of the crew who’d been huddling with the colonists. The two men went through the data before coming up with an estimation.

      “The most critical thing we need is oxygen,” said Garrison, gesturing to the oxidation machines that were found near the reactors. “When this thing goes, we won’t be able to breathe. Judging by the distance to the reactors, we’ll have six hours at most. Maybe less, maybe more but the majority of the people have to be off the ship by then.”

      “We have no choice but to launch all the escape pods right now then,” said Alex. “All the colonists have to get in and prepare to launch but my question is are we close enough to Vesta to make it work? Will we be launching too soon?”

      Garrison shrugged. “I don’t know, Alex. The escape pods rely on the reactors to provide the initial thrust to clear the ship. They are designed to work without the reactors if needed, in the case of a total power failure, but I don’t know if they’ll have enough thrust to get to Vesta on their own.”

      Alex frowned with a worried expression.

      Garrison spread his hands. “I don’t know what else to tell you. We’re stuck between two bad options without much in the way to go on.”

      “Either way, we should launch the escape pods,” said Alex. “We’ll at least have a chance of making it to Vesta. Otherwise, we’re going to die a very horrible death if we wait too long.”

      “I’m all for getting the hell off this ship but what about our landing-partners?” asked Rick. “We can’t leave Nikki and the rest of the girls here. Serrano still has them locked up, and if they can still manage to escape, we won’t be able to save them at all. We can’t just leave them to that fate!”

      “We’re not going to,” promised Alex. “We’re going to save them if it’s the last thing we do.”
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      Serrano

      

      Lucius Serrano was completely livid.

      Who wouldn’t be, to see their best laid plans turn to complete shit in a matter of minutes? One moment he’d been in total command of the Racine and on the way to a slingshot around 51 Pegasi before moving onto Dangallu.

      The next moment he was staring at a damage report that told him the ship only had a certain amount of time before it completely disintegrated. At this rate, they’d be lucky to reach Vesta, let alone the star, and certainly not Dangallu.

      Shit was falling apart but Serrano wasn’t a man that was going to let one tiny failure define him. He would simply find another way to accomplish his goals.

      But first, that meant finding a way off the ship before it was too late.

      The problem with that was he was down to twelve men. He suspected that Lido and the others were now somewhere in deep space after being so close to the breach but he had to make do with what he had left in manpower.

      The primary goal was getting his men to the escape pods, which were now leaving the Racine in droves as other colonists had the same idea.

      And if he was going to make his escape, he wanted to take his trove of supplies and women with him. They were the only things that he had left that gave him power, and he was determined to hold onto them for as long as possible.

      For that reason, Serrano ordered the remaining men to begin transferring the supplies to the closest cylinder so they could make their escape before the Racine disintegrated.

      They would split up into two groups of six, each of them occupying an escape pod that was large enough to hold fifteen people, along with enough supplies to use as a bargaining chip once they reached Vesta. That meant that six of his men would get in with nine of the women. A few of them willingly signed on earlier, knowing being on his side came with perks. Most of them were being coerced by the threat of death by pulse pistol to keep them moving forward.

      About an hour into the movement, the power in the ship started to waver. The lights and oxygenation systems faltered briefly, and even the cylinders stopped spinning for a moment, causing a partial loss of gravity in the process. The power came back on but only enough to get one pod fully loaded and ready to depart.

      “Get going right now!” barked Serrano to the six men inside the first pod, alongside half the women. “We’ll meet up on Vesta and determine our next moves! Prepare for my arrival if you get there first!”

      The men nodded and closed the door, sealing and pressurizing the pod for departure. It blasted off minutes later, leaving Serrano with the other half of his men and an equal number of women.

      At that moment, an explosion in the ship caused all of them to stumble violently to the floor. The Racine rocked like she never had before, and Serrano suspected that the ship was going to go a lot sooner than expected.

      “What the hell was that?” he asked, looking around as he pushed to his feet.

      “The ship’s oxygenation machines just went offline,” said Ross, still getting updates on the ship from his P-com. “We’re going to run out of oxygen soon so we need to get moving.”

      “As long as we don’t lose power to the cylinders,” growled Serrano. “If we lose our gravity, we’re going to be fucked.”

      Sure enough, that very thing happened moments later. Since they were on the cylinder closest to the breach, part of the ship’s hull soon broke off, falling back into part of the cylinder and destroying a section of it. This caused the cylinder to stop spinning, and the main power went out completely. Only a tiny amount of backup power allowed it to keep a semblance of gravity.

      “Goddamnit, we need to get to the other cylinder right now!” roared Serrano as all of them began to hobble due to the lack of gravity. He then turned to look at Ross. “That other cylinder is where most of the colonists fled after we took over. Are there any escape pods left over there?”

      Ross scanned the ship. “Most of them are gone but there’s still a cluster of pods near section two. If we move quickly, we’ll still be able to make it.”

      “Everyone grab a box of supplies now!” said Serrano, gesturing to the women as well. “You bitches too! Grab whatever you can carry and let’s move. We have to get to that other cylinder!”
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      Alex was still on the Racine when he felt the explosion of the oxygenation machines on the inner part of the ship. Garrison was the one that informed him that they were now working on borrowed time, but that didn’t stop them from warning the majority of the colonists about what was about to happen so they could get to an escape pod.

      To that end, most of them managed to escape but Alex was left with the problem about what to do with Serrano and the captured women, one of whom was his landing-partner, Jenna.

      The answer to that came quite unexpectedly.

      Garrison was still monitoring his P-com, which he’d set up to have the ship’s data feeds (or what remained of them) pushed directly to him with the help of enhanced security access courtesy of one of the ship’s crew. This gave him access to not only the remaining systems but the monitoring of the still active data feeds.

      And that’s how Garrison noticed that a certain group was heading in their direction.

      “I have eyes on Serrano, Alex,” said Garrison, pulling up a feed with the help of his P-com. “He’s heading our direction, and I have to imagine it’s due to the power failure on the other cylinder. He’s got five other men with him and nine other women.”

      “Can we identify any of the women?” asked Alex. “Any of the ones we’re looking for?”

      Garrison enhanced the image field, showing a close-up of their faces. Indeed, Alex saw Jenna and Nikki being dragged along with the men. Despite their predicament, he was somewhat happy to see that they were still in one piece and didn’t seem too distressed.

      “There’s Adela too!” said Sam with some excitement. “They’re on our way to our cylinder?”

      Garrison nodded. “They’ve probably figured out this is the only section on this cylinder that still has escape pods left. They’re going to try to take them before anyone else can find them.”

      “Or commandeer them even if someone else finds them,” said Alex, thinking through the situation for several moments. “We’re going to set another trap for them. And if all goes well, we might just be able to get away with the landing-partners before this thing goes sour. I want the majority of us to set up over here, including Sam, Garrison, and myself. Rick, I need you to circle around to the other side of the corridor and wait for my signal. Use the ductwork to keep yourself hidden.”

      Everyone moved into place as soon as Alex gave the word and they awaited Serrano’s arrival. As per usual, they heard them long before they saw them, with Serrano barking orders to the men under his command. For a brief moment, Alex spared a look at Jenna, relieved to see that she didn’t appear to be hurt. Once he saw her though, he had to duck behind some open ductwork to prevent being seen.

      “There’s three pods here,” yelled Serrano once they settled a short distance away from the still hidden Alex. “Get all the bitches in one of them and let’s prepare to take off. Who knows how much longer we have before we lose power to this cylinder too.”

      The girls were ushered into the escape pod one at a time while the five other remaining men carried what was left of the supplies. They were stretched out in a long procession, which was exactly what Alex needed in order to spring his trap.

      “Rick, go ahead and kick it off,” whispered Alex into his P-com.

      A moment later, they all heard the sounds of Rick ambushing the sixth man in the line, causing him to drop the crate of supplies with a loud boom. Rick must have dispatched him in a hurry because they only heard a short cry for help before the man was silenced for good.

      “What the fuck was that?” asked Ross, pointing his pistol in the direction of the corridor.

      “It’s fucking Hawthorne,” growled Serrano. “I’m sure of it. Let’s go, we might be able to kill him yet and salvage part of this shit show.” Serrano gestured to the fifth man that had just arrived. “You keep loading the escape pod while we deal with the pest.”

      Serrano, Ross, and the two other men soon ran off in the direction of Rick. Alex hoped that Rick was able to get back around, crawling through the ductwork of the ship without being noticed but seeing that Serrano was now distracted, he put his plan into motion.

      Springing from his hiding spot, he rushed to get to the fifth man, who was currently putting a box into the escape pod with the nine women. Alex grabbed his knife, stalking the man until he was right behind him before covering his mouth and slitting his throat, causing a rush of blood to shoot out from his neck.

      The man died instantly, but not before the incident caused several of the women to yelp at the sudden display of bloody violence.

      They watched Alex awkwardly for a moment before he realized he should say something to them to calm their nerves.

      “Eh, hello there, ladies,” said Alex, nodding his head.

      “Alex!”

      Jenna came rushing through the rest of the women, wrapping her arms around his neck and hugging him close. Alex had to admit that it felt damn good to have her in his arms, even if it was the first time it ever happened.

      She pulled back to look at him. “We thought you were dead. They told us… crazy things.”

      Alex smiled at her. “It’s going to take a lot more than that to kill me. But we have a limited window of opportunity here. We have to get this pod ready to leave, without the rest of Serrano’s men.”

      “Do you have more men with you?” asked Nikki, who was just behind Jenna.

      “I sure do,” said Alex, gesturing outside the pod. At that moment, Sam, Garrison, and even Rick entered right behind him.

      “Sam!”

      “Adela! Thank god you’re all right!”

      Sam and Adela’s reunion was touching for just about everyone. It was obvious by the way they held each other that something had developed between them in the short amount of time they’d known each other. Even Rick and Nikki kissed tenderly, thankful for the unexpected reunion.

      Alex felt a pang of jealousy as he watched the couples reunite. His eyes kept drifting to Jenna in the process, watching the beautiful blonde for her reaction. To his surprise, Jenna turned her brilliant green eyes in his direction, almost as if she was thinking the same thing.

      They’d come a long way in the short time they’d known each other, even if it was only developing a sense of trust. But could it ever turn into something more someday?

      Would they even live to get to that day?

      “Okay, we have to take off quickly,” said Alex, cutting short the reunions. “Before Serrano gets—”

      “Hawthorne!!”

      The voice was unmistakably Serrano’s and Alex backed out of the pod to find Serrano, Ross, and two other men charging back at them.

      Alex turned to look at Rick. “Get going,” he urged. “I can handle them. Leave with the women.”

      “Are you sure?” asked Rick. “It’s four against one, Alex. I don’t want to leave you here alone.”

      Alex pulled out his pulse pistol. “The ship is already destroyed so no harm in firing now. Get going while you still can. If we lose power to this cylinder, you won’t get the boost you need to make it to Vesta!”

      Alex looked around the corner where Serrano and his men were charging. Raising his pistol, he shot once at the lead man, taking him down with a blast to the face, which caused his head to explode like a pumpkin in the process.

      “Go now!” yelled Alex to Rick. “There’s still other pods I can take! Get going!”

      Rick followed the order with much reluctance, starting the launch sequence for the escape pod. Meanwhile, Alex stepped clear of the doors and rolled across the corridor, dodging fire in the process.

      “I should have known it was you!” roared Serrano. “You couldn’t have just joined me! You had to stand against me, didn’t you? If not for you, I’d be on my way to Dangallu right now!”

      Alex popped his head up briefly but was almost shot in the process by Ross. He pivoted to the right, but then he heard the worst sound in the world.

      “Alex! Wait!”

      He looked around the ductwork he was hiding behind only to see Jenna forcing her way off the escape pod and reentering the cylinder.

      “Jenna! Get back in the pod!” he yelled.

      “I’m not going anywhere without you,” she yelled, running to his position and forcing a laugh from Serrano.

      Alex growled, clearly upset by her decision.

      “Oh, this is too good,” he said while laughing. “Now I get to kill you both at the same time. I’m going to enjoy this.”

      Alex couldn’t stop glaring at Jenna as she maneuvered her way behind the ductwork where he was hidden.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he yelled at her. “You were on the pod, Jenna! You had an escape route! Why did you get off?”

      Jenna exhaled loudly before turning her brilliant green eyes toward him. “I just realized that I’d rather be with you in an uncertain situation than with anyone else in a pod that might land in the middle of a jungle or something.”

      It was a stunning turn of events, one that Alex wasn’t fully prepared for. His face turned to confusion.

      “But I thought you hated me? I thought you didn’t want to be my… whatever this is?”

      Jenna smiled and shrugged. “I guess I changed my mind..”

      “This is going to be really dangerous, Jenna. It’s not going to be easy.”

      “What?” she asked, smiling at him. “Being your sidekick or getting off this ship?”

      “Both. I didn’t have a plan beyond stopping Serrano from getting away with the women,” he admitted. “I just want to keep him on the ship when it gets destroyed. If that means me with it, well . . .”

      Alex shrugged, showing he didn’t really care one way or another. If he had to go down with the ship to stop Serrano, it was a fate he could live with. He would feel some kind of redemption as he died, knowing the majority of the colonists would be able to make it to Vesta (at least he hoped).

      It was a small price to pay for all the wrongs in his life the last few years.

      Jenna started to shake her head.

      “What?” he asked.

      “We’re not going to die that way,” she said. “I’m your partner, right? Part of my job is looking out for your butt. And we’re going to get off this ship.”

      Alex couldn’t help but grin. He was really starting to like her change of attitude.

      “Well, that was awfully touching,” mocked Serrano from the other side of the ductwork. “In light of this little revelation, I think I’m going to kill the blonde bitch first. Nothing would be sweeter than Hawthorne having to watch her die and knowing he could do nothing about it.”

      The sudden reminder that Serrano still needed to be dealt with spurred Alex into action.

      “Stay here,” he urged. “And listen when I call for you, okay?”

      Jenna nodded. “Good luck!”

      Alex moved to the edge of the ductwork and sprang out, shooting off his pistol as he moved to the other side of the corridor, hiding behind one of the two remaining pods. He heard the sound of the plasma from the pulse pistols hitting near his current position, but it was nothing compared to the roar of Rick’s pod as it took off from the Racine, blasting into space toward Vesta.

      “Stop shooting at the pod!” yelled Serrano at Ross and the other man. “You’re going to destroy it and all of us with you!”

      The two men abruptly stopped firing, only for Serrano to walk closer to Alex’s hiding spot.

      “Are you going to come out to play too?” he taunted Alex. “A real man would step out here and fight me with his fists instead of relying on his puny pistol. Are you man enough to face me down or are you just a punk like the rest of the colonists?”

      Alex stuck his head out, looking at Serrano who was watching the hiding spot. Serrano started to smile as Alex emerged.

      “Just the two of us, Hawthorne,” he leered. “Just like it should have been. There’s only two pods left, and I think I’m going to leave your dead body on the ship while I make off with your woman toward Vesta.”

      “Better Vesta than Dangallu,” replied Alex. “And I have no doubt you’ll be arrested once you get to Vesta for what you’ve done to the ship.”

      “We’ll see about that,” said Serrano. “For now though, we still have to get to Vesta. And that’s looking increasingly unlikely for you.”

      Alex leaned forward. “Don’t be so sure of that.”

      Just like that, both men ran at each other at full speed, colliding with a wave of muscle, aggression, and testosterone seconds later. Alex used all of his reserves of strength to beat on Serrano, striking his face, jaw, and chest with repeated blows while Serrano sought to do the same.

      At one point, they both fell to the floor while the two remaining gang members sought to load the last of their supplies on one of the pods. Before long, they were urging their boss to join them so they could take off.

      “Not yet,” yelled Serrano as he slugged Alex in the face one more time. “I’m going to kill him first!”

      The two men started to roll, with Alex landing on top of Serrano and pummeling his face until his eyes were cut and bleeding. At one point, Serrano made to grab for his pistol as he took too much damage, hoping for a quick end to the fighting but Alex knocked it out of his hand, where it fell close to Ross.

      “Ross, pick up the pistol and shoot him!” yelled Serrano, forgetting that he was just taunting Alex about using the weapon.

      Ross went to pick it up when the ship started to rumble once more. Suddenly, all power went out to the cylinder for good, ceasing the use of the artificial gravity and sending all of them toward the ceiling.

      Alex smacked his head against the ceiling hard, and he had to fight to get his bearing with the sudden lack of gravity, but the worst part was that the power never did come back.

      Even if they made it to the pods, they probably wouldn’t have enough thrust to reach Vesta without the boost from the reactor.

      Like it or not, they were probably going to die in those pods even if they managed to escape.

      The loss of power caused the fight to take a backseat as both Serrano and Alex sought just to escape the Racine at that point. Alex was able to use several of the studs on the ceiling to pull himself toward the pod, but Jenna was a greater distance away, and she was having trouble getting the right movement.

      “Alex, help me!” she screamed.

      The air in the room was already starting to go cold without the heat from the ship, and soon Alex could see his own breath as he made his way back, pulling his body along with his arms toward Jenna. Meanwhile, Serrano had made it back to the pod he shared with Ross and the other man, and they closed the airlock doors to take off.

      At that point, Alex and Jenna were the only two people left alive on the Racine.

      “Give me your hand!” he yelled, extending his arm toward her. “I’ll pull you to me.”

      The ship started to shake with explosions again, and sparks started to erupt around Jenna, causing her to scream. Seeing her nearly incapacitated by fear, he closed the distance between them and wrapped his arm around her waist, pulling her with him back to the remaining pod.

      The temperature in what was left of the Racine was dropping quickly. Alex had to use the strength in his one arm to propel them forward, making it to the pod slowly while Jenna shook in his arm.

      “Just a little bit further,” he whispered to her. “We’re almost there!”

      Reaching the airlock door, Alex used the rest of his strength to throw Jenna inside while he closed the door and activated the pod. He quickly engaged the launch sequence while turning on the gravity to the pod.

      Quite suddenly, both Alex and Jenna fell from the ceiling as the artificial gravity was engaged and the pod’s engines began to initiate. Jenna seemed to fall in such a way that she practically landed on her feet but seeing as Alex was nearly upside down, he landed on his head.

      It was the second time in a short period of time that he’d taken a hit like that, and he found himself straining to see straight because of the pain.

      “Alex!” she yelled, coming to his side and cradling his head in her lap. “Are you okay?”

      He rubbed his forehead which had taken the brunt of the impact. “I imagine that one is going to leave one hell of a mark,” he grumbled. “Come on, we have to get buckled in before the pod takes off.”

      Alex took the seat closest to the controls while Jenna buckled in right beside him. Alex watched as the other escape pod containing Serrano took off from the Racine at that point, blasting into space. As it left, Alex could see a small blue dot just off in the distance—the first time such a blue dot had been within sight.

      They were finally closing in on Vesta.

      “We might be able to make it yet,” said an optimistic Jenna as she looked at the planet in the distance. “We’re so close, Alex. So close that maybe we don’t need the boost.”

      Alex didn’t want to burst her bubble. He knew that Garrison had said that the chances of them making Vesta without the boost from the ship’s reactor was small. Even if they managed to clear the ship, it was likely the pod would lose power long before they even reached the planet.

      At least he would die here with Jenna. That didn’t seem like such a bad fate.

      “We’re about to take off,” said Alex, starting the launch sequence. “You might want to hold on!”

      Jenna bit her lip apprehensively. “How bad is it going to be?”

      Alex looked at her. “You know that ride in an amusement park that suddenly shoots you into the air without warning?”

      Jenna nodded.

      “It’s like that but about ten times worse.”

      She quickly paled and reached over to grab his free hand, entwining her fingers with his own. Alex looked at the countdown and closed his eyes, his throbbing head making it difficult to see.

      As the count reached zero, the thrusters of the escape pod roared to life, shooting the little vessel into the recesses of space. Alex gripped Jenna’s hand tightly as the ship rocketed toward Vesta, putting their bodies through g-forces that they weren’t used to.

      For Alex, the combination of the g-forces and the throbbing pain in his head was too much. He started to lose his sight moments later, and found himself struggling to remain conscious.

      Jenna noticed immediately as she began to shake his hand. “Alex! Alex, what’s wrong? Alex, stay with me! Alex!”

      Finding his head spinning, Alex closed his eyes one more time and surrendered what was left of his senses. One of his last thoughts was wondering if he was going to wake up ever again.

      Meanwhile, Jenna was screaming next to him and shaking his arm with all her energy.

      “Alex, hang on! Hang in there for me please!”

      He never heard the rest of her pleas as he blacked out.
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      For a long while, time had no meaning.

      Alex wasn’t even sure if he was still alive. He wasn’t sure of anything, as consciousness had completely fled in the aftermath of their escape from the Racine.

      It might have been better off that way. After all, if they didn’t have enough thrust to reach Vesta, wouldn’t it be better to die without the knowledge of impending doom? Wouldn’t it just be simpler if his life faded to black after knowing he’d stopped Serrano from absconding with the ship?

      The only disturbing thing about that was what would happen to Jenna. She would die alone in the pod, with nothing but his corpse to keep her company. It wasn’t a fate he wished for someone like her but it was out of his control, wasn’t it?

      At least he thought it might be.

      The first inclination that Alex was still alive was feeling the crash from the impact. Perhaps crash was the wrong word to describe it but the landing of the escape pod was anything but smooth. The entire thing shook rapidly, causing several of the items in the supply closet to come spilling out. The structure creaked and groaned with stress as it came barreling down into the alien soil, finally giving one last shudder before it finally stopped.

      It was also the first time since departure that Alex heard Jenna’s voice, as she squealed when the pod hit the ground.

      Before the whole thing was over, Alex had fallen off the seating row that he’d been lying on, hitting the floor with a noticeable thud. It was then that he felt Jenna’s hands on his back.

      “Alex? Alex, are you okay?”

      For a very brief moment, he felt a sliver of lucidity but it didn’t last for long. By the time the pod came to a rest, he was out again, not even knowing if the pod had landed on Vesta or some kind of moon.

      The only difference this time was that he was only out for a couple hours.

      As he came awake once more, he became aware of the presence of a body next to him, one that was unmoving. It could only have been Jenna but even still he found himself cracking an eyelid to look anyway.

      Sure enough, her body was lying on the floor near his. Her eyes were closed and her blonde hair was draped across most of her face. The soft motions of her body told him that she was sleeping.

      At that moment, he wished he was too. His head absolutely throbbed with pain. Alex winced as he pushed himself into a sitting position, using his hand to rub at the sore spot on his head. He found a bandage where he expected the wound to be, the one he’d got when the gravity in the pod was suddenly turned on.

      It was clear that Jenna had put on the bandage. He had no idea how long he was unconscious but there was one way he could figure it out. Alex moved closer to the controls of the escape pod and toggled the computer, bringing up the main screen. He rolled over the date and time, which was usually given in two distinct varieties.

      There was universal standard time, which was set to match the official time zone back on the orbital ring around Earth, where the Consortium resided. This was the standard by which every human colony measured time but there was also a local time as well, dependent on whichever system they were in.

      And this one told him they were in the 51 Pegasi system, where it was currently Tuesday, March 7th, 3022. The local systems often differed from the universal standard time depending on the length of the days and the years inside the system, but for the majority of humankind, UST was used as a common link.

      Today’s date was shocking to Alex for one reason only. He knew that it was the afternoon of March 4th when the Racine was being destroyed and all the colonists were making for the escape pods.

      That meant that he’d been unconscious for nearly three days.

      It also meant that his biggest fear about taking off in the pod, which was that they wouldn’t be able to make Vesta at that distance, seemed to have been for naught. A look at the control panel indicated that they were actually on Vestan soil right now.

      Alex fired up the pod’s outside cameras so that he could get a view of the strange planet that had been his destination for a year. Once the camera feeds were active, he nearly gasped.

      The screen occupied nearly the entire diameter of the pod, being nearly a meter tall, and now it displayed their entire outer surroundings. Alex got his first view of the strange planet of Vesta and it took his breath away.

      There were many people that told him that Vesta was chosen as the site of a new colony because of the similarities to Earth. Similarities like the distance from its star, the presence of an atmosphere dominated by nitrogen and oxygen, as well as the forms of familiar fauna like grass and trees (or things that had developed to look close enough to grass and trees as he knew them on Earth).             Despite being in the middle of nowhere, Alex’s first view of Vesta could have been easily mistaken for Earth. He looked out now on an arid landscape that was only broken by several small trees that were spaced out every fifty meters or so. The trees weren’t very tall, and the grass was thin in many of the areas but the sky was still blue and white with fluffy clouds that could be seen overhead.

      In the distance, rolling rocks marked the start of an elevated area that surrounded most of the low-lying plain he was currently on. He couldn’t see any running water or any forms of life, though he knew that Vesta had many rivers and had developed mammalian lifeforms up until that point in its life.

      In all, it was nothing like the alien landscapes he’d read about as a child, those that had no atmosphere or anything resembling life. Vesta looked so close to Earth that the scene in front of him could very well have been in Utah or Arizona, where he spent his formative years.

      “It’s a little unnerving, isn’t it?”

      Alex spun around quickly at the sound of Jenna’s voice. She’d woken up from her slumber. She was sitting with her back against the row of seats and she was hugging her knees against her chest. It didn’t take him long to figure out just what she was referring to.

      “All of this out here,” muttered Alex. “It is a little unnerving. I always pictured what it’d be like to go to another planet, even when I was on the orbital ring. This isn’t what I thought it would be like.”

      “I was thinking the same thing right after we landed,” she said, pushing to her feet. “If I didn’t know any better, I almost thought we could still be on Earth.”

      “Except for the control panel,” said Alex, gesturing to the screen next to him. “We made it to Vesta, and we are now 51 light-years away from everyone that we’ve ever known. It was looking like we weren’t going to make it for a time.”

      Jenna nodded and stopped once she was next to him. “Are you okay? You’ve been out cold ever since we took off from the ship. I don’t mean to shock you, but it’s been three days, Alex. I was beginning to wonder if you’d ever wake up.”

      Alex met her eyes and smiled. “It’ll take a little more than a bump on the head to kill me. Sorry to disappoint you.”

      Jenna didn’t get the joke as she didn’t laugh. Her eyes went up to his forehead, where the bandage still was. She reached out to touch it, her soft fingers brushing across his skin.

      “I really should check that. I put it on shortly after we took off but I hadn’t thought to check it until . . . well, until I knew you were going to be okay.”

      She made him sit down for a moment while she retrieved the first aid kit that was inside the pod. He winced a little as she pulled back the bandage.

      “Sorry,” she said, a smile on her face. “I guess I’m not used to working on another person yet.”

      “It’s okay,” muttered Alex. “How does it look?”

      She inspected the wound for a moment.

      “Better than it looked three days ago. You’re almost healed. Well, you were almost healed until you fell again shortly after our rough landing on the planet. It looks like there’s been some bleeding since then.”

      Jenna took one of the bottles and squirted out a small amount of cream-colored ointment, using her finger to rub it against his wound. At that moment, Alex found himself searching her green eyes, wondering just what kind of woman he’d been tied to.

      Jenna must have felt him searching because her eyes met his for a brief moment. A flush developed in her cheeks before she turned away, going back to work.

      “There, it’s much better now,” she said, placing a fresh bandage on his forehead. “You should be just fine in another day or so.”

      There was a tenderness to her words that he didn’t expect. Jenna still confused him greatly, especially considering that she started off so hostile towards him. That frigid exterior had melted to a degree but Alex was forced to recognize that he knew next to nothing about her.

      

      And even though she was thawing, he could see that she was still guardedWith the little insight he had of her there was a story waiting to be told if only he could get Jenna to open the book a little more.

      “Thank you,” said Alex finally as his hand touched the bandage. “Not sure what might have happened without you. I’d be in much worse shape.”

      “I don’t think you would have bled out or anything,” she replied. “The wound wasn’t that serious. But it was the least I could do. You saved all of us, Alex. Everyone on the Racine owes you a debt for what you did to Serrano.”

      “You mean let him get away?” joked Alex. “I have no idea where he is but he still managed to get off the ship. Maybe he’s here on Vesta as well. The just thing would have been for him to die for what he did.”

      Jenna shook her head. “The just thing was getting all the colonists out. I don’t think anyone was left on the Racine when it disintegrated. They got off because of you.”

      “I wonder how many of them survived to land on Vesta,” he muttered. “We were barely supposed to make it here. Did most of them make it? Are there any still in space? What about Rick and all the others? Did they make it here?”

      “I don’t know,” she answered. “These pods don’t have a method to establish communication with other pods.”

      “They don’t?” asked Alex. “That seems like a glaring oversight. You would think they’d want survivors to be able to communicate with each other.”

      “I already checked the controls when you were still unconscious,” she said. “I didn’t find anything. What’s even worse, look at this.”

      Jenna gestured to Alex’s wrist, where his P-com was strapped around it. It was currently giving him what people in a bygone age used to call the “blue screen of death.”

      “I wanted to use that to get a hold of any of the colonists that might have landed here,” said Jenna, pointing to her own bare wrist. “Mine was confiscated by Serrano, and with yours not working, we have no way to communicate with the Vestans or even find out exactly where we are.”

      “What do we have in food?” asked Alex. “We should have plenty of it, right? These pods are made to hold fifteen people each and keep them alive for a week.”

      “We have plenty of freeze-dried food stored over there,” said Jenna as she bit her lip. “But Alex, what if even that’s not enough? Vesta is a planet that’s almost the size of Earth. There’s only one city on the entire planet. What if we’ve landed in a remote area? What if we’re an entire continent away? What will we do then?”

      Alex didn’t want to answer that question, especially to her. He knew what that would mean. It would mean death long before anyone could rescue them. In his previous occupation, he’d accepted that death could find him at any time, and it had long since stopped being something to be afraid of.

      Even still, he didn’t want to worry Jenna with his doubts. Not now.

      “We’ll figure something out,” he said, trying to put on a confident expression. “We have time, right? And we have plenty of—”

      It was at that moment that they heard a loud roar not far from the escape pod. The sound was loud enough to reverberate throughout the pod, causing a new feeling of anxiety for the two occupants.

      “What in the world was that?” whispered Jenna.

      The roar came again, this time much closer.

      “I haven’t the slightest idea,” replied Alex. “But it’s getting closer.”

      Alex grabbed his pulse pistol and gestured for Jenna to get behind him. At that point, they heard the sound of scratching at the door of the pod.

      Something was out there, and it definitely wasn’t human.

      He felt Jenna’s hand wrap around his arm.

      “Alex, I’m scared.”

      He gulped as adrenaline surged through his body. The pod shuddered as the invader tried to ram at the door.

      “I’m worried too, Jenna.”
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      The growling continued outside the door of the escape pod for several minutes. Due to the angle of the door, it was almost impossible for Alex to get a view from the outside cameras on what was out there.

      He cursed at the designers of the pod once more, since no one thought it would be necessary to see outside the door before coming out of the pod—a glaring oversight to say the least.

      Even without the view, he knew that whatever it was, it was big, especially whenever it managed to batter against the pod, shaking it in the process.

      Alex kept his pistol trained on the door, wondering if it was enough to stop such a creature if it managed to break through. He knew these pistols were designed to bring down people, not large creatures, and he doubted whether or not it had enough stopping power.

      It was hardly a comforting thought, especially as Jenna gripped his arm tighter.

      However, just as quickly as the beast appeared, it left the pod soon after. The sounds of growling and the clawing outside the door evaporated, and there were several tense minutes of quiet shortly after.

      “Is it gone?” whispered Jenna, her mouth tantalizingly close to Alex’s ear.

      “Not sure. It could still be out there waiting. We should stay quiet just in case it can hear movements inside the pod.”

      Jenna nodded and didn’t say another word. They both kept silent for another twenty minutes, hearing nothing else in the way of movement. When it became obvious that the coast was clear, Alex reluctantly approached the door.

      He released the latch on the door and started to crank the wheel in order for it to open. The closing apparatus was surprisingly quiet for the amount of metal that was used to open it.

      “Wait, Alex!”

      He turned to look at Jenna, who was now digging through their supplies. She soon produced one of the breathers, the small device that attached directly to the skin to provide enough oxygen to survive the Vestan atmosphere.

      “Take this,” she said. “No telling how we’ll react once you open that door. I know Vesta is a lot like Earth but still.”

      Alex took the breather and put it on, while she did the same with a second one. Instantly, it was like he was attached to an oxygen machine, and he felt the refreshing sensation of breathable air against his nose.

      Now that he was ready, Alex crossed back over to the door and finished cranking the wheel. He pulled it back slightly, looking out on the Vestan environment as he held his pistol in the other hand.

      The first real sight of the planet beat any camera feed that he’d seen. He looked out on the arid environment, finding so many similarities to Earth that he could scarcely name them all. It was almost like being in Arizona again.

      And more importantly, he couldn’t see any sign of a threat.

      “Do you see anything?” whispered Jenna from behind him.

      Alex shook his head. “I’m going to check around the perimeter.” He stepped out onto the planet, letting his feet hit firm ground. He was surprised by the pull of gravity upon him. It truly felt like he was going for a stroll back on Earth.

      “Keep this door closed while I check,” he told her.

      She gave him an apprehensive nod as he shut the door behind him.

      Looking out on the Vestan environment, Alex’s trained eyes scanned for threats. There was almost nothing he could see in the way of wildlife. He knew from his training modules that Vesta had a limited range of creatures that filled the planet, and most of them were smaller in size.

      The only real exception to that list were the Jargars, but at this point in his journey, Alex still had no idea what a Jargar looked like. They were not the same creatures that had lived on Earth for thousands of years. The alien species was only named Jargars after the colonists of Vesta found them to have some similar features to the creatures on Earth. Based on the images and descriptions from the training, he thought it likely was a Jargar that was trying to get into the pod earlier.

      Holding onto his pistol, Alex took several steps around the outside of the circular pod, feeling his feet crunch along the Vestan soil. The breather was doing its job at keeping him supplied with oxygen as he moved, clearing the immediate vicinity.

      It was partway around the pod that he spotted the first form of life, something that looked like a basic field mouse. It quickly scurried away once it saw him approaching but that was the only thing he saw on the entire circuit.

      All too soon, he was back at the door.

      Jenna’s eyes were relieved as soon as she saw him opening the pod. Judging by the way she was standing, she’d been watching his entire circuit on the camera.

      “I couldn’t see anything threatening out there,” he said, closing the door. “There was something small out there, something that looked like a mouse you would find back on Earth, but that’s it.”

      “I didn’t see anything when you were out there,” she said, pointing to the screen and confirming his suspicions. “While you made your lap, I watched the feed. Nothing else moved.”

      “Whatever was out there before, it looks to be gone now,” said Alex, sitting down on one of the seating rows.

      “Alex, do you think it could have been a bear-humanoids? Like one of those Jargar things?”

      He looked up to see fear in her beautiful eyes.

      “I don’t know,” he answered honestly. “But with what I’ve heard, that’s my guess. Whatever it was, it sounded big and aggressive. And that seems to be all we know about the Jargar.”

      She started to look around the escape pod. “Do you think we’re safe here? At least in the interim? I know we don’t have any way to contact the other colonists but I have to wonder if that door would hold off a Jargar attack?”

      Alex inspected the door a little further. His first inclination was that if the door to the pod was meant to hold off the harsh vacuum of space, there should be no reason why it couldn’t withstand an attack by a Jargar. However, the more that he looked at the door, the more that he realized the metal wasn’t that thick. It worked by using several layers of thin metal to protect the opening, and that was when Alex realized the awful truth.

      “I don’t think it could hold up to an attack, especially if these Jargars are as big as we’ve been hearing. All it would need to do is put its weight against the metal to get it to bend, or use its claws to slash it apart. If it really wanted to get in here, I think it could.”

      Predictably, the answer put her on edge. Jenna once again sat down on the floor and hugged her legs with her arms. “So I guess we have a decision to make? Do we stay here in the pod and hope we don’t get another visitor? Or do we leave the pod and try to find the rest of the colonists?”

      Her question was one that had already been circulating Alex’s mind. Every training manual he’d ever read about getting lost had always told him it was better off to stay put rather than venturing out in the wilderness, but that was assuming they could operate from the safety of a base, in this case the pod.

      There was the factor that the pod offered relative safety by putting an obstacle between them and any other predator being out there. Surely, the pod was better off than being out there on their own, right?

      However, the more Alex thought about it, the less he liked the idea of staying put. They only had a limited amount of food available, which would eventually run out. From what they could see of the landscape, there were no other people nearby, either the newly-arriving colonists or the native Vestans.

      That also wasn’t including the fact that danger had already found them here. Were they better off putting some distance between them and the pod, as a way of getting away from that danger?

      Ultimately, one last question stood out in his mind. And it was that question that sparked an idea.

      Alex went over to the control panel of the escape pod and turned it on. He opened up the navigation module and started to investigate, finding what he was looking for after several minutes of work.

      “Okay, I think I’ve found something,” said Alex, gesturing for Jenna to join him.

      She pushed off the ground and stopped next to him, her shoulder brushing against his.

      “I know my P-com isn’t working so we need to find another way to get to Vesta,” said Alex, using his finger to point at the screen. “Luckily, the navigation of the pod is still working, so I was able to plot a course to the Vestan city. Judging by this path, we’ve actually landed very close to the city, only a little more than a week’s walk away from it according to this navigation.”

      Jenna lowered her face to squint at the screen. “How lucky is that? Of all the places to land, we make it close enough to actually make the journey.”

      “Pretty damn lucky it seems. The pods are probably coded to do exactly this – landing nearby. My thoughts are that if we follow the course of this valley, traveling on a northeasterly course, we’ll eventually run into this river here. Once we reach the river, we can simply follow it north until we reach the Vestan city,” explained Alex. “We have more than enough food to last us the way, as well as packs to store it. I think it might be better than staying here. Without the ability to communicate with the Vestans, who knows if they’ll ever find us?”

      Jenna looked from the screen to the camera feed of the outside environment. “I’m really not thrilled about leaving the safety of the pod, especially with night starting to fall.”

      She was completely right about that. The star that gave life to the entire system, 51 Pegasi, was now starting to get very low on the western horizon, casting the entire valley in long shadows.

      “I think we should hunker down here tonight,” agreed Alex. “We can start off first thing in the morning, when we have clear visibility. And hopefully we don’t have any other visitors from now until then.”

      Jenna turned to look at him. “Do you really think this is the best course? That we should leave the pod?”

      “I’m not sure,” said Alex after a moment before a smile appeared on his face. “I’ve never been stranded on an alien planet before either.”

      His words actually broke her scared exterior. She smiled back at him and then took a deep breath.

      “You haven’t steered me wrong yet,” she said, wrapping her arms around her body. “Perhaps we should get some sleep and then we can get started in the morning like you suggested?”

      “Sounds good to me,” said Alex, keeping his tone lighthearted. “I don’t know about you but I never imagined my first day on Vesta quite like this. This is a little more somber than I pictured.”

      Jenna actually laughed, which was a rich, magical sound that kept a smile on his face. “No, I can see why you say that. On the other hand, I wasn’t too thrilled about what the first day would look like here. I figured all of you men would go crazy once you were surrounded by the women of an alien city that had been suffering from a lack of men. I figured it would be like some kind of bacchanalian orgy or something like that.”

      Alex shrugged. “Guess that orgy will have to wait until we get there.”

      She rolled her eyes with a snicker. “I guess so.”

      They made themselves comfortable as the sun continued to set. Alex took out two of the freeze-dried food packages and made them using the stored water on the pod, and they sat there enjoying a pasta dinner that was way too crunchy to be totally authentic.

      Jenna was quiet as they ate, and more than once it seemed like she was preoccupied with other thoughts. Alex was grateful that she seemed decidedly less hostile than when she was on the Racine but it was still a far cry from what normal behavior was like between a man and his landing-partner. Alex wondered if she would ever get to that level.

      Though Jenna certainly didn’t hate him, he just didn’t see a future where they might ever be . . . intimate.

      That was an odd thought to dwell on, but when Alex pictured what Jenna might be like in the throes of passion, he found that he ultimately liked it. The last time he’d had anything close to sexual pleasure was ages ago. The android massaging him most certainly did not count. Looking at Jenna now, he pictured what it would be like to strip the clothes from her body, to see her feminine curves revealed in the flesh.

      It was no surprise that he started to harden at the thought, even as he tried to mentally will it back down by thinking of unpleasant topics.

      Unfortunately for him, Alex had to use one of the blankets in the pod to cover himself lest he give it away to Jenna. It took him a long time to finally fall asleep once the sun was down but he eventually managed to put away thoughts of Jenna.

      That was until he felt her grabbing for his arm in the middle of the night, stirring him awake.

      “What . . . what’s wrong?” he asked groggily, barely moving.

      “Alex!” she whispered. “The Jargar is back! It’s outside again!”
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      Sure enough, Alex felt the Jargar before he heard it. The pod shuddered as the creature rammed the door with its head, causing the metal to groan with the stress. In a surprising sign of intelligence, the Jargar grunted and roared in muted tones while inspecting the seam. Claws dug into a small opening the denting attack created.

      It was at that moment that Alex realized the doors would never hold. One way or another that Jargar was going to make it inside out of sheer will alone.

      “Get back over there in the storage cabinet,” he said to Jenna as he pushed to his feet and grabbed his pulse pistol. “If that thing gets in here, then I’m going to take it down.”

      The pod shuddered again as it was rammed and this time Alex heard the sound of claws on the outside of the door, desperately trying to pry open the door.

      Jenna looked petrified as she took up a position in the cabinet, her hand shaking as she tried to close the door. Alex felt helpless even asking her to get inside in the first place, knowing that if the beast outside could get through the metal doors, there was nothing stopping him from getting through the simple metal one of the cabinet.

      One way or another, there was a high likelihood that they weren’t even going to make it a full day on Vesta.

      The next scraping showed the beginning of claws as they wrapped around the edge of one of the doors. Alex grabbed his pistol tightly, waiting for the right moment to shoot. Sweat soaked his brow as the creature grunted in frustration, trying to yank the door open to reach the prey within.

      The worst thing about the entire experience was that the door failed mere moments after the creature got its claws around the door. The pressure against the sliding hinges must have been too great, and they sprung open suddenly, giving Alex his first glimpse of a Vestan alien known as a Jargar.

      And it was a terrifying look at that.

      It was immediately obvious why some of the colonists called them ‘Jargars’ as a nickname. The head on the creature was eerily similar, having coarse, black fur and a long snout of a nose. Its mouth was open, showing off several rows of deadly-looking teeth, where saliva was already dripping onto the rest of its fur. The eyes were dull and yellow and they were already locked onto the juicy target right in front of it.

      If the head was bad enough, the rest of the body was even worse. The creature was bipedal with a powerful, furry body that Alex estimated was at least a few hundred kilograms. It had a powerful chest with large arms and thick legs. Each hand and foot of the monster was covered in claws for every digit, which were long enough to evoke a sense of complete fear from Alex.

      But the worst part of the encounter was the speed with which the Jargar moved. No sooner had it ripped open the door did it grab Alex by the ankle and yank him from the pod, tossing him into the Vestan night.

      “Alex!” shrieked Jenna, her head already poking out of the hiding space.

      At that point, it became nothing more than a matter of survival. Alex rolled as soon as he crashed into the dirt outside the pod, trying to regain his footing but the Jargar was too fast for him. The creature was on him quicker than he could possibly imagine, batting him around like a cat would a half-dead mouse.

      It was as Alex was thrown to the ground for a third time that he managed to roll to his back, bringing his arm up to center the pistol on the alien. He fired one shot before the Jargar swatted the pistol from his hand. The Jargar then grabbed his legs and lifted him up before slamming him back down on the ground.

      In the process, one of his legs became free, and Alex used it to kick back into the beast’s snout, buying him some time. He kicked with all the power in his body, hearing the Jargar roar as he pummeled its nose.

      The temporary distraction bought him the time that he needed. Alex grabbed the pistol from the dirt and fired off several shots. Three of them slammed into the Jargar’s chest, mortally wounding it but not killing it immediately. The last two shots were placed right into the beast’s head, which finally caused it to topple forward, slamming into the dirt near Alex’s feet.

      Just like that, the Jargar died with a sad whimpering.

      Not content to see it merely unmoving on the ground, Alex stood up and fired two more shots into its head just to be safe.

      Despite the fight seeming longer than it was, it was only less than a minute of actual action. In that minute, Alex’s body had been slammed against the ground so many times that his shoulders and back now ached. He had a nasty cut alongside one shoulder where the bear-like claws had made contact. Blood was now oozing from the wound, staining the gray-green colony suit that he’d been wearing.

      At least he’d managed to kill the damn thing, which was a hard thing to do according to the training modules they had back on the ship. Information about the Jargar was hard to come by on the Racine but Alex knew they were becoming an increasingly-difficult problem to deal with for the Vestans.

      Now he knew they could be defeated.

      By the time that Alex staggered back to the pod, he found Jenna right near the entrance, having come out of the cabinet. She was giving him a strange look as he approached her, which surprised him to a certain degree.

      He thought she’d be relieved but if anything, her eyes seemed to be full of confusion.

      “I’ve never seen anyone move that fast,” she whispered once he was close.

      Alex turned to look at the dead Jargar. “I didn’t think they could move that fast either. Almost as soon as the door failed, the bastard has his paws around my legs and he was pulling me out—”

      Jenna interrupted him by waving her hand. “I didn’t mean the bear-alien. I was talking about you, Alex.”

      “Me? Really?”

      She nodded. “Alex, I’ve never seen a person move as fast as you just moved right now. That Jargar should have gotten you several times but you moved away before it had a chance to react. That’s not natural, Alex. Even one time back on Earth, I was able to see the third day of the Global Olympic Games, when the sprinters were due to race, and I swear you were faster even than them.”

      She was still looking at him with a mixture of awe and apprehension, and it were these feelings that prompted the last question.

      “What are you?” she asked, looking deep into his eyes. “Are you even human?”

      The question came out more humorously than it was meant, but it was the reminder of Dr. Barnes and his tests that caused Alex to hesitate.

      “I guess I’ve always just had fast reflexes,” said Alex finally, shrugging off the question. “I used to fight in the Orbital Wars and even back then, I had a reputation for being fast. There have been countless operations where I was the point man simply because I could infiltrate a position quickly and leave just as fast.”

      Jenna bought the explanation but her questions sparked another round of existential doubt for Alex.

      Was Dr. Barnes really onto something?

      Was he really different from everyone else?

      And if that was the case, just what was he?

      He was startled out of his thoughts by Jenna running her hand against his shoulder.

      “Alex, you’re hurt again,” she said, touching the wound with her fingers. “We need to get you fixed up.”

      “First things first, let me figure out a way to secure this door, at least for the rest of the night,” he said, stepping back into the pod. “I don’t want any further visitors while we’re still here.”

      It took him nearly fifteen minutes to come up with a suitable solution to the pod’s entrance. He managed to pull the old doors closed again but the thin metal had been dented and clawed at, leaving enough of a foothold for another Jargar to get in even easier than the first one. It was then that Alex had the idea of blocking it with something else, and he ripped out the cabinet that Jenna had hid in and used it to block off the entrance.

      It was barely functional but it would have to do until morning.

      Jenna snorted again when she saw him move the heavy cabinet on his own with ease.

      “Jesus, Alex,” she muttered, her eyes glued to his rippling muscles. “Have you always been this . . . strong?”

      Once he was done securing the door, he sat down next to her so she could treat his wound. “I’ve always been on the big side. Even as a kid, my mom always used to complain about how much food I ate. Looking back, I was always hungry, especially as a teenager. I think I put quite the strain on her grocery bill. It’s a small miracle I didn’t turn out to be a walking blueberry.”

      Jenna laughed at the joke, her eyes immediately going to his midsection. “I think all those calories went to the right place. You don’t have a stitch of fat on you, and I can’t say I’ve ever seen a man with a more impressive physique before. It’s almost like I’m in one of my romance novels.”

      Alex’s eyes moved to hers as her face started to flush. He couldn’t help but smile at her small indiscretion.

      She was able to get him patched up fairly easily but his suit was nearly ruined. Thankfully, the pod had excess clothing that he was able to change into. It didn’t escape his eyes that Jenna seemed to be trying to not watch him as he changed, and he caught her several times drifting toward his direction.

      Once everything was settled, it was time to go back to sleep.

      “You go ahead and sleep some more,” said Alex as he positioned himself closer to the door. “I don’t think I’ll be able to fall asleep anytime soon after what happened tonight. I’ll take watch and make sure that we get no more intrusions tonight.”

      Jenna nodded and grabbed one of the blankets, wrapping it around her body. She didn’t return to her previous sleeping spot, which had been on the opposite row of chairs from his current position.

      Instead, she placed herself close enough to him that he could have reached over to caress her face if he wanted to.

      Alex turned down the lights and took up position, listening for any threats in the Vestan night. It wasn’t long before he heard the soft mutterings of his landing-partner though.

      “Thank you, Alex,” she whispered, her hand grazing his thigh. “I’m starting to lose track of how many times you’ve saved my life since I met you. Tonight was another example. I don’t know how you can be as fast as you are but I’m very grateful that I have you and no one else.”

      Alex smiled and looked down at her. “Sure you still don’t want to be reassigned to anyone else? Will I do for now?”

      Jenna giggled and met his eyes. “Yeah, you’ll do all right. I’m pretty happy that I’m your number one gal.”

      He reached over and placed his hand on her shoulder. Jenna stiffened for the briefest of moments, a reminder of the trouble in her past, before she allowed herself to relax.

      “For what it’s worth, I’m grateful that you’re with me too,” he said.

      “Why is that?” she asked, her expression changing. “I feel like I’ve done nothing to help you since we met. You even said yourself that I was a goddamn princess back on the ship.”

      “Words that I said in anger, and that I now regret. I know this hasn’t turned out the way you pictured it exactly but I think we’ve come a long way since the first time we met. Don’t you?”

      She nodded. “The fact that you don’t hate me after what I said to you is amazing. I’m not used to getting so many chances with . . . men. I haven’t had a lot of good experiences in that department.”

      “It almost sounds like there’s a long story to tell there,” said Alex.

      “There is. It’s just a very painful chapter of my life. And one that has led to this journey. It’s just going to take me a little time to want to revisit it.”

      “Well, I’m here whenever you do,” said Alex. “I don’t know what you’ve been through but when you need an ear to listen whenever you want to talk about it, I’ll be there.”

      He was rewarded by a heart-stopping smile from her. “Thank you, Alex.”

      “No problem, Jenna.”
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      The rest of the night on Vesta passed by without any further incidents. The only other sounds that Alex heard were the mating calls of Vestan insects. By the time the sun started to rise, it looked like the moment of danger was already over.

      That didn’t mean that they were going to exit the pod without watching their backs, and that was why Alex spent the first half hour that morning teaching Jenna the finer parts of surveillance and cover before they started their trek to Vesta.

      “Remember to get low if you see or hear anything that could be a potential threat,” he said toward the end of the impromptu training. “And don’t call out to me. Use hand signals.”

      “Like this?” she asked, holding up her palm without making a fist. “This means stop, right?”

      Alex smiled. “Exactly right. We don’t have the luxury of knowing everything that’s out there but two sets of eyes are greater than one. With a little bit of luck, we can reach Vesta in just over a week.”

      That seemed to do the trick and they both left the pod right after eating another freeze-dried meal of flapjacks and sausage (which tasted like anything but).

      For their packs, Alex loaded up enough food to last them on the trek to Vesta plus a few days extra just in case. Alex topped off the water in two large canteens that he strapped to his back, and he also bought some purification tablets with them just in case the Vestan water wasn’t drinkable.

      They also packed a change of clothes for both of them as well as the first aid kit, two pulse pistols, sleeping bags, and basic survival kits that carried a variety of tools for use in the wilderness.

      With everything strapped to their backs, it was time to go. They stepped outside the pod, where the carcass of the Jargar was still lying where it fell. It was Jenna’s first time seeing it up close, and he could see that some of her confidence was lost when she saw just how big it was.

      “Are you sure we should leave the pod?” she asked while staring at the dead bear-like humanoid. “I’d hate to see another one of these things find us out here.”

      Alex shrugged. “We either try to get to the city or we slowly starve to death. We don’t have the luxury of better options right now.”

      Jenna nodded reluctantly, seeming to trust his judgement. She said nothing further about it and they prepared to leave.

      Alex looked one last time at the escape pod before turning in a northeasterly direction. From the map of the pods navigation, they should reach the river in two days. From there, it would be simply a matter of following it north until they reached the city.

      It was an interesting experience as they started to walk the alien landscape of the planet. The pod had landed in an arid and rather desolate valley that was surrounded by mountains on either side. The valley ran in a northeasterly direction, where it would eventually open up to the river and a large plain on the other side.

      There wasn’t much in the way of animals. At one point, Alex spotted what looked like a prairie dog back on Earth, but it scampered away shortly after discovery. The good thing about their first day of trekking on Vesta was that they didn’t see anything that even remotely resembled a Jargar.

      In fact, it was hard to believe that there were many Vestan lifeforms out there as they just simply didn’t see many of them.

      They worked silently for the most part, with Alex taking point for the majority of the day and Jenna covering his rear with the second pulse pistol. After a very short lunch, they traded off and he let Jenna lead for a while he covered her. She proved to be a quick learner when it came to being on patrol, using hand signals several times to communicate.

      By the end of the first day, Alex was tired of the long journey but happy with the progress they’d made so far. When it came time to settle down for the night, he intentionally placed them in a rocky area that would be easy to conceal themselves from any dangerous wildlife. Using the saw in the tool kit and finding two small trees, he was able to construct a very basic lean-to that would give them shelter for the evening.

      Creature comforts were very few and far between. They ate another freeze-dried meal with what water they had with them but they shunned the use of any fire just in case it would be a magnet for wildlife. With the use of their sleeping bags, they settled in for the night. They determined that Jenna would take the first watch, and Alex went over the finer points of what to do or when to wake him up should any threat arise.

      Finally, there was nothing left to do but wait for night to fall. And that was when the first real conversation of the day started.

      “For some reason, I didn’t picture camping in the wilderness as being a possibility when we got to Vesta,” said Jenna with a smile. “I heard Vestan accommodations, even for being a remote and poor colony, were a step above Earth.”

      “That still wouldn’t be saying much,” replied Alex. “Most of the people that are left on Earth are the poor ones these days. Anyone with influence left long ago for the orbital ring around the planet, or left for another system completely. In a way, us camping out here is only a step below what we would find on Earth.”

      Jenna nodded. “It’s one of the reasons I wanted to get away. I had several, but the thought of spending the rest of my life on Earth wasn’t a pleasant one.”

      “I had the same feelings myself, especially when a recruiter showed up outside my trade school shortly after I turned twenty-one,” said Alex, shaking his head. “I was about to become a welder but the idea didn’t excite me that much. I was just a kid really, and I wanted more to life than just joining the workforce. The recruiter approached me one day when I was leaving, and he started to sell me on joining one of the many battalions forming for the elites on the orbital ring. He promised to take me to the ring and to put some excitement in my life, and like the dumb kid that I was, I took him up on that offer. My life hasn’t been the same ever since.”

      That seemed to perk her interest, especially as she pivoted closer to him. “Tell me about it, Alex. I know we don’t know much about each other, but I’d like to hear more. What was your life like before signing up to go to Vesta?”

      Alex swallowed heavily. “In a word? Messy. I’m not sure you really want to hear the whole story. It’s not exactly my proudest moment.”

      “I can sympathize with that,” she said quietly. “I have a lot of things in my past that I’m not proud of. But I want to know, Alex. Tell me what happened. Tell me how you ended up being thrown in prison.”

      Nearly a decade and a half of memories assaulted his mind at that moment, most of them bad. It was a story that very few people in his life knew, but seeing as how much Jenna had already imprinted onto his life, it didn’t seem like such a bad idea to tell her.

      “The battalion that I joined was one of many that were forming around the same time,” explained Alex. “When all the elites on Earth moved to the orbital ring, they found that the same rules and laws they abided by on the planet didn’t exist up there. They claimed what existed already was Earth law and since they were in space now, it didn’t apply. That meant you had a whole host of upper class people with plenty of money and a penchant for breaking the law. When you add in the fact that many of them were bored on the ring before it developed enough entertainment to keep them occupied, you had a very volatile and lawless situation.”

      “That’s hardly surprising,” replied Jenna. “Especially since the orbital ring hasn’t been around for that long. Wasn’t it only completed about sixty years ago?”

      Alex nodded. “Yes, in 2965. And even then, there were huge sections of it that were empty until they slowly filled. It was pretty lawless up there until it started to fill out with the homes of all those politicians, wealthy industrialists, and old-money patricians. And even then, they had to build up the infrastructure once they started living there. When the first group of elites started to create private armies things deteriorated.”

      “Which directly kicked off the Orbital Wars, right?”

      “Not yet at least. Most fighting was small scale at first. Two lower-chamber Consortium members sending off gangs of men to fight for influence or space on the ring. Sometimes they fought for nothing at all, only because they just liked fighting. Steadily, the sizes of those private armies started to grow until you started talking entire battalions and regiments. As you can imagine, it felt like a private war was developing on the rings when they clashed.

      “That was what I walked into after I enlisted in the Bastards Battalion, the private army of Marcus Gatton, an industrialist that’s called the Baron. My training period was short and brutal once I joined the battalion. They taught me how to fight, how to work within a team, and even how to survive when our position was pinned down. I made a lot of friends fighting in the battalion but quite a few enemies as well. As you can imagine, that kind of work didn’t attract the best clientele.”

      “I remember hearing about the fighting when I was on Earth,” said Jenna, scooting closer to him absentmindedly. She didn’t stop until their shoulders were touching. “I was still just a teenager when it started to get really bad.”

      “I spent almost a decade fighting with them before the fighting really intensified. For most of that time, it was small-scale fighting—skirmishes and raids, that kind of thing. That was before the private armies really started to take off and the wars got bigger and more deadly. It was at that point that I started to really think about leaving the battalion.”

      She shifted her gaze. “Could you leave? Could you have just gone back to Earth at any time?”

      Alex shook his head. “I didn’t have permission to leave before my contract was up. I’d signed a fifteen-year contract, which was standard at the time. Leaving the battalion meant desertion, which meant getting sued for breach of contract by the men that owned the private armies. They would come for everything you had so it wasn’t worth deserting unless you were comfortable losing all your possessions or having your wages garnished for the rest of your life.”

      “So what changed?” asked Jenna after a moment. “It sounds like you were around a tough group of characters for a long time. I’m not getting the impression that you’re a hardened criminal or soldier, and you’re certainly not like Serrano or his men. So what was the tipping point? How did you keep your humanity instead of becoming a cruel mercenary?”

      Alex looked her right in the eye for his answer. “Honestly? It was due to meeting my wife.”
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      Jenna’s face actually started to flush after hearing what he had to say. “I’m sorry? Your wife?”

      Alex nodded. “I used to be married. I had a wife once who could light up a room. I… I miss her a lot. Sophie… Sophie was her name. If you’re asking what kept me grounded at the time, it was her.”

      Alex felt some tension develop in Jenna and she scooted away for the briefest of moments.

      “How did you two meet?”

      Alex took a deep breath. “At a hospital actually. In one of my many fights, I was wounded in action. I took a shot from a pulse pistol directly through my calf muscle.”

      With those words, he rolled up the leg of his suit, showing off the circular scar just a short distance below his knee. It had mostly discolored by now, but the tissue was still different from what surrounded it.

      “I was due to take leave back on Earth for a month so Gatton arranged for me to be sent to a hospital in Arizona, where I grew up,” explained Alex. “That was when I met Sophie. You see, my wound was pretty minor but they still forced me to stay for two days anyway just for observations, in order to make sure the tissue around the wound didn’t start to die off.

      “I hated being stuck in that room, and I’d frequently make my way to the cafeteria to find some real food. At the time, the food available to the battalion was subpar. Anyway, Sophie was an accountant for the hospital that happened to take her lunch in the cafeteria when I usually did. One day we got to talking and that was it. We hit it off.”

      “What did she look like?” asked Jenna.

      Alex closed his eyes as he remembered her. “She was pretty. Dark hair that was usually cut at the shoulders or that she wore back in a ponytail. She had brown eyes and a very welcoming smile. Sophie was very analytical, which of course explains her position as an accountant. She liked to keep to a schedule and she hated deviating from it even for just a minute. She was a generous spirit but she definitely hogged the covers at night.”

      His eyes turned misty for a moment, and Alex fought to swallow the lump in his throat. He kept his eyes closed until he felt Jenna’s hand on his shoulder. When he opened them again, she was looking at him with sympathy.

      “How did she die?” she whispered. “She’s not here anymore, is she?”

      He shook his head. “No, she’s not. That’s where the story gets a little more complicated. Sophie and I started seeing each other right away. We got along so well. Now, I’m not saying we didn’t have our fights, but usually, we managed to put aside our differences and remember why we were together in the first place. I was really welcomed into her family, and that’s how I met Rick for the first time.”

      “Rick? You mean Rick from the Racine?”

      “That’s the one. Rick was Sophie’s brother. Even when I was still dating Sophie, Rick and I became close friends. We still are to this day, and I can only hope that his pod made it to Vesta intact. I still have hope that we’ll find him in the city when we get there.”

      Alex took a deep breath before continuing. “Anyway, let me tell you the story of how I ended up on the Racine. I told you the Orbital Wars were intensifying and getting increasingly more deadly in a period of time that was about three-four years ago. The last major operation that I was in was a full-scale assault on another elite’s section of the ring.

      “This particular elite had already raided our section so he was due for some retribution. Well, we certainly took the war to him but in the process, we heavily damaged the orbital ring to the point that it almost lost pressure in that section.

      “It’s only by a small miracle that we all weren’t killed in the course of the fighting. The battalion ended up slaughtering the men of our opponent but that’s where it gets a little dicey. You see, we were never meant to actually kill the elite that owned the private army fighting against us.

      “The man in question was an ex-politician from Earth that had largely retired from public life and was now amusing himself with his private army. Well, once his army was completely destroyed, the soldiers of our battalion were still eager to quench their blood lust. They ended up invading the man’s living quarters and slaughtering his entire family. Three generations lost entirely.”

      Jenna shuddered. “You were part of the battalion that did that?”

      Alex shook his head. “No, I didn’t take part in that. I don’t know if I could have done it anyway. Like you said before, I was hardened by my time in the battalion but I hadn’t lost my soul like so many of the other men. No, I was injured when part of the ceiling of the orbital ring cracked and fell on me, breaking my back in the process.”

      “Oh my god, Alex. Are you all right? I mean obviously you’re all right now but that must have been hell.”

      He nodded. “It certainly was. I ended up having to be sent back to Earth again for rehabilitation. It took so long for my back to heal, and I was entirely confined to the hospital bed to make that happen. But a good thing happened while I was still in the hospital. The Orbital Wars were brought to a decisive close.

      “As it turned out, our battalion's slaughter of the politician’s family made some serious waves. It was enough of an uproar that the Consortium banned the use of private armies in the orbital ring and all fighting was outlawed. That put an end to the reason for me being in the Bastards Battalion as it was disbanded.”         “I take it that was a good thing though,” said Jenna. “After what they did?”

      “Absolutely, it was. I didn’t like where that future was going, and I knew they would probably create more atrocities if we’d been left intact. The best thing about the Bastards Battalion was when it was forcibly disbanded. But then I found myself back on Earth, at the age of thirty-six, with a broken back. I didn’t have great prospects for the future.

      “At least I didn’t put off marrying Sophie while in the battalion though. She was looking forward to getting married, and we finally tied the knot when I was thirty-four, two years before we were disbanded. We had two years of marital happiness but then I found out that my past could still haunt me after the wars were over. I figured out that the battalion wasn’t entirely dead.”

      Alex took a deep breath before he launched into this part of the story, always hating the memories of what happened next. Jenna said nothing in the process, only watching him with rapt attention.

      “I told you before that the battalion didn’t always attract the most upstanding people into its ranks,” continued Alex. “One of those men that it attracted went by the name Xander. He joined the battalion around the same time that I did but we never became friends. Xander grew up outside what remains of Toronto, before it was nuked in World War 3.

      “He was a low-level street hustler who graduated to killing just to keep chasing the edge. He was a natural soldier but he was cruel, often taking great pleasure in killing others. Since Xander and I never got along, we usually gave each other a wide berth so we didn’t have to communicate. But as we rose through the ranks of the battalion, it became all but impossible to ignore him.

      “He was in charge of his own platoon as was I. We needed to coordinate together, and I think all those operations where we had to work together kept poisoning our relationship. We grew to hate each other, especially because I was chosen to plan more and more of the missions, whereas previously that had been his role.

      “Our battalion commander favored me, no doubts about that, but I think Xander thought my advancement could only come at his expense. Our working relationship became nonexistent, and we even came to blows twice during the course of the wars.

      “After the battalion was disbanded, all of these men found themselves without jobs and no prospects of a future. They couldn’t stay on the orbital ring. No, that was the domain of the rich and powerful so they made their way back to Earth. And that’s when they started to go around looking to settle old scores.

      “Commanders that had been too hard on their men found themselves targeted by their former comrades. Those that were not liked by the group or stood out in a bad way found themselves targeted just because they were different. And then Xander decided to strike at me.”

      Alex swallowed heavily. He used a moment to tamper down his growing anger nobody needed right now.

      “Sophie was pregnant at the time. We’d been trying for a long time to have a child and we weren’t having a lot of luck. Finally, a miracle happened. She became pregnant and we were about as happy as we could be. I’d decided to finish trade school so I could become the welder I was meant to be, and that forced me to be away from the house for long periods of time. Well, Xander had a score to settle with me. And that’s why he decided to target Sophie one day when she left the house to get groceries.”

      “Oh my god, Alex,” said Jenna as tears formed in her eyes. “That animal killed her?”

      Alex nodded. “Him and a group of followers beat her to death. They stalked her until they could get her alone and then they killed her. All just because Xander wanted to prove that he could hurt me. Well, he proved his point. I was devastated by Sophie’s loss, even more so by the loss of our child. I had a huge hole in my heart from her loss but I also found another emotion that was quite strong as well.”

      “Vengeance,” whispered Jenna.

      Alex nodded. “There was no way I was going to let Xander get away with what he did. Rick was just as angry as I was to lose his sister. He found out about what I was planning to do to them and vowed to help me. Well, we got retribution and more for what they did to Sophie.” Alex turned to look at her. “Are you sure you want to hear the rest of this? It gets a little gruesome.”

      Jenna nodded quickly. “Tell me. Please?”

      Alex took a deep breath. “We cornered Xander and his men outside one of their local hangouts, a trashy bar on the side of the interstate highway. Rick was the one to draw them out at which point I quickly took out his men with a rifle from close range. When there was only Xander left, I ditched the rifle and closed the distance.

      “I beat him to a pulp, Jenna. I didn’t stop punching him until his face was completely bashed in and my fist was covered in blood and brains. There was nothing left of him, no features to even recognize him by. I took out on his face what he did to my life.”

      “Good,” whispered Jenna. “He deserved it by what you told me.”

      Alex shrugged. “He did but it meant the end of my life as I knew it. Rick and I were charged with murder. We were swiftly convicted and thrown in prison to serve life sentences. It was a sentence that I was happy to serve, if only because I got some retribution for Sophie, but I hated how quickly my life changed. I should have been a father and a husband, maybe potentially a welder too, but here I am instead.

      “That’s why when the colony program came up, Rick talked me into it. He was the one that said we could get our lives back in check. And he’s been the one telling me that I can move on after Sophie. Even if it meant getting a landing-partner as the program stipulated.”

      Jenna started to flush again as she looked in his direction. “Alex, are you even in the position to move on after what happened? I mean, this was only two years ago that she died, right? And you’ve been in cryo-sleep for a good portion of that time on the Racine. I guess what I’m asking is: does your heart still belong to your wife?”

      “I’ve asked myself that very same question every day since joining the program,” admitted Alex. “And it gets hard at times, it really does. But as much as I loved her, she’s not coming back. Everyone that I knew told me that I had to move on someday, that I couldn’t live in the past forever.

      “In a way, they’re right. I wouldn’t have entered this program if I didn’t feel like I could start over again with someone new. I knew that getting a landing-partner, getting you as a landing-partner, would force me to confront those feelings again. And do you want to know something?”

      “What’s that, Alex?”

      Alex forced a small smile. “This is the first time I’ve told the entire story to anyone since it happened. I don’t exactly know what that means. But i think it means I’m ready to move on. I guess only time will tell, but what I’m telling you now is that I’m willing to move forward with you.”

      He was rewarded with another one of her heart-stopping smiles. Jenna scooted closer to him again until their shoulders touched and she looked genuinely pleased that he’d shared his story with her.

      “Thank you, Alex,” she whispered, bumping her shoulder against his. “Thank you for telling me. I hope we can make that future happen.”

      “I hope so too, Jenna. I really do.”
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      The next morning, Alex watched the sunrise over the Vestan planet with a mixed sense of satisfaction and curiosity. His satisfaction was due to what happened the previous night, when he’d allowed himself to be fully open with Jenna by telling her the scarred story of the last two decades of his life.

      At that moment, his gaze lingered over her still-sleeping form. Jenna’s back was to him as she slept, her blonde hair an interesting color clash with the camo-green sleeping bag. Even though there were some that would call Alex a monster for the things that he’d done in his past, Jenna didn’t seem to think that way.

      If anything, he could tell that opening up to her brought them closer.

      The only thing that he was curious about now was her story. She certainly had some demons in her past as well. Alex suspected that she had an abusive father or partner in the recent past. Either way, he was curious to find out, especially now that she knew about him (and she was willing to stick around afterward).

      He was still thinking about it when he failed to notice that she was stirring in her bag. She rolled over to look at him, a sleepy smile appearing on her lips.

      “You’re watching me,” she said playfully, forcing him to blink in confusion.

      Alex felt a tinge of embarrassment at that moment. Though he’d been thinking, his eyes had been glued to the back of her head.

      He shook his head quickly. “Sorry, I was just thinking. I guess I wasn’t paying attention.”

      Her smile grew bigger. “It’s quite alright. You don’t have to be embarrassed by just looking at me. The whole nature of this program says we’re supposed to be doing a whole lot more than just looking at each other.”

      There was something about the way she said it that just made his pants extremely tight at the moment. Alex found himself looking away, not wanting his body to betray his thoughts to her.

      Unfortunately, Jenna witnessed his reaction and the smile dropped from her face. There was a moment of tension between them, one that wasn’t easily solved since neither knew the right way to broach the subject.

      Finally, Alex couldn’t let it go on any longer.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, looking at her. “I wasn’t trying to be disinterested. Or imply that I’m not interested in being in this program with you. I looked away because I think I was a little too interested in that moment.”

      There was confusion in her eyes until he gave her a knowing look and glanced down into his lap.

      Suddenly, she understood.

      “Oh!” she said loudly, her face turning red. “I see. Well, nothing wrong with that, right? I mean, that’s what we signed up for... literally if you read between the lines.”

      “It’s still crazy for me,” replied Alex. “The colonies sure make it less about love, happiness, and a nice home and more about increasing population to continue humanity's aggressive expansion. Don’t take that the wrong way, Jenna, you’re cute, but I’m not exactly adjusting well to the pressure to procreate.”

      “My sign on bonus came with extra bonuses per child raised to ten. Why ten, who the fuck knows?” Jenna sputtered her lips in frustration. “But yeah, they want us to fuck like rabbit. Well breed like them and by us it could be the surrogates, which thank the stars for them. But yeah, I’m not as angry as I thought I’d be, mostly because I met you.”

      Alex chuckled. “That’s oddly sweet. Also, I feel like I know very little about who you are. You heard the gritty details of my life last night and you’re still here, but I feel like I don’t know the first thing about you. I don’t even know how old you are.”

      “I’m twenty-three,” she blurted out. “Well, I just turned twenty-two before I entered the program and seeing as I was asleep for my twenty-third birthday, that’s still my number.”

      Alex winced. He knew that Jenna was young but just how young had been a matter of ignorance on his part. He almost didn’t want to know, especially with the gap between them, but now it was out there and he couldn’t ignore it.

      “Twenty-three,” he repeated slowly. “And you know that I’m thirty-eight, right? That’s not a… problem for you, is it?”

      She blinked at him a few times. “Why would it be, Alex?”

      “Christ, because I’m old,” said Alex, a smile finally breaking through. “I could almost be your father.”

      “Fifteen years isn’t that bad,” she said, defending the gap. “I had a friend in college that was madly in love with a man ten years older than her. Of course, his wife wasn’t thrilled about it but they seemed happy.”

      Alex started to laugh. “Yeah, I could see that being an issue. At least you know that’s not the case here.”

      Jenna smiled. “Either way, it doesn’t bother me, okay? After what I’ve been through, I just want to be with someone that makes me feel safe. And so far, you’ve done that better than anyone else. By a large margin.”

      “You didn’t feel that way with your father?” asked Alex. “Usually that’s a father’s first job, making his family feel safe.”

      Jenna let out a deep breath and then shook her head. “Maybe he might have done that, if he was around in the first place. I guess that’s where the story starts, with my parents. It’s not the greatest story either.”

      “Neither was mine but you’re still here,” replied Alex. “And I’m here to listen to yours.”

      She gave him an encouraging smile before she started to speak. “My family is from the Great Plains District. I grew up not far from the ruins of the city of Omaha. Sometimes I wonder if my parents ever truly loved each other. By the time I came around, they were just going through the motions. I once found a picture of them soon after they started dating and they appeared to be happy. I’m not sure what happened between them but by the time I was born they’d definitely fallen out of love.”

      “Anyway, I remembered them fighting a lot when I was little. I don’t remember what it was about, just that they did it all the time. Around the time I was five, my father finally had enough. He left, leaving just my mother and my older brother to fend for ourselves.”

      “That must have been tough,” said Alex. “So there’s no relationship with him at all?”

      Jenna shook her head. “Nothing. He remarried and started a new family. I heard from him a few times until he just faded away. He actually reached out to me on my sixteenth birthday, and I remember being so excited to hear from him. We made plans to go out to dinner to celebrate just the two of us but he never showed up at the restaurant. I remember how embarrassing it was to sit there waiting for him to come. That was the last time I ever spoke with him.” She shrugged her shoulders as if blowing the thought off. “I was done with him after that.”

      “I can’t say I blame you,” said Alex quietly.        Jenna nodded her head quickly as tears appeared in her eyes. “I wish I could say the story got better from there but it doesn’t. I told you I have an older brother, right? Jay is six years older than me and there’s no sibling affection there whatsoever.”

      “You two just didn’t get along well?” asked Alex.

      She shook her head. “No, it’s worse than that. Jay . . . has a very cruel streak in him. I don’t know if he took our parents’ separation in a different way than I did, but the older he got, the meaner he got as well. I can tell you that I’ve lost track of the number of times he’s hit me over the years.”

      “Your own brother hit you?” asked Alex, his jaw dropping.

      “Too many times to count,” said Jenna, wiping away a tear. “I could never do the right thing with Jay. As the oldest sibling, he wanted total control of the house, especially after our father left. My mother just kind of let him take over the fatherly role. She’s still alive but she’s a shell of her former self. Never once did she intervene when Jay punished me, especially for something little, like one time when my hair clogged the drain in our bathroom. I had welts for like a week because of that.”

      “Did you ever think to tell someone about it?” asked Alex. “Surely there was a way to escape that madness.”

      Jenna took a deep breath. “I went to the police once, when I was fifteen and he broke my finger because I broke one of our kitchen plates. Jay told them that it happened because I got my finger shut in a car door and then they reached out to my mother.” She sobbed.

      “My mother was fearful of what might happen to Jay if he got any charges so she backed his story. In hindsight, she did it because he was the only member of the family working at the time, and she needed his income to keep a roof over our heads.” Jenna sniffled. “I think it was then that I realized that I had no family left, no one worth trusting at least.”

      Alex could only shake his head. “That’s absolutely despicable, Jenna.”

      She wiped away another tear. “He was just cruel. He broke my other finger as soon as the cops left, as punishment for what I did.”

      Jenna held up the two smallest fingers on her left hand, where there was a noticeable, unnatural bend where they’d healed crookedly.

      “I knew I could never do anything like that again without hard evidence, but more than anything, I just wanted to get away from them. They weren’t family to me, not at all. Jay took every opportunity to remind me how worthless I was, how ugly I was, all of it.”

      Alex gave her a weird look. “At least you knew that last part was untrue. I mean, you’re one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever met, and I’m being completely honest when I say that.”

      She rewarded him with a smile. “Thank you, Alex. That means a lot, especially coming from you. You could say that my teenage years were a lot more awkward though. I know everyone goes through an awkward ugly phase when puberty hits but it hit me exceptionally hard. I was really ugly as a teenager. My teeth were too large for my face, as was my nose. I had terrible acne and I didn’t enhance my flat chest until I was in college.”

      Alex couldn’t help himself. He let one single glance drift down to Jenna’s chest, watching her breasts rise and fall with her breathing.

      Jenna didn’t seem to notice before she continued on. “I took a lot of abuse about my looks growing up, and I didn’t have anything in the way of self-confidence. How could I? With how my brother treated me and how my father left us, I figured I was unlovable. I figured I wasn’t going to have a life worth living.”

      “So what happened then? Did you get away from them? You mentioned going to college,” said Alex. “When did things start to turn around?”

      Jenna closed her eyes for a moment. “I wish I could say it got better from there but it only got worse when I met Vince.”

      “Who is Vince?”

      “My ex-boyfriend. The man who caused me to enter the colony program.”

      “What did he have to do with you entering the colony program?” he asked.     Jenna’s eyes met his. “It’s a really long and sad story. Are you sure you want to hear the rest of this?”

      Without thinking about it, Alex reached over to touch her hand.

      “We’ve come this far,” said Alex. “I want to hear all of it. You’ve heard all about my past.”

      “Okay,” she said, taking a deep breath. “Vince was my boyfriend for nearly five years. We met when we were still in high school. I was sixteen still, almost seventeen. I never had a boyfriend because I was so ugly and I had received no attention whatsoever. He was the first person in my life that actually seemed like he liked me for me.”

      A pained smile appeared on her face. “In those early days, he was actually kind of sweet. I still remember how he would try to get me out of the house away from my brother when he was on one of his rampages. There was a creek not far from my house, and we would sit there and just vent the entire time. He’d tell me about living with three sisters and I would vent about Jay. He listened, which was the first time in my life that a guy actually did that.”

      Jenna swallowed heavily. “It wasn’t much longer until he talked me into having sex for the first time. At that time, I was just ecstatic that someone was interested in me and wanted to go to that level. In hindsight, that was the first warning sign, and because I had no experience, I missed it completely.”

      “It wasn’t good?” asked Alex. “That first time?”

      She shook her head. “No, although I tried to lie to myself and think that it was. I knew the first time was going to hurt but Vince was just . . . rough. I would get out of bed and be covered with black and blue marks all over. And they would always be covered up under my clothes so no one knew but he really seemed to get off on hurting me during sex.”

      “It only got worse from there,” she continued. “Vince was incredibly possessive. He didn’t like the thought of anyone paying attention to me or even talking to me, especially other boys. There was a boy who lived on the same street as I did, who I’d known for years. We were friends for a long time and it was never anything more than that. Vince beat him up one day for talking to me outside my locker.

      “He said that Charlie wanted to be my boyfriend and that he couldn’t allow that. What he didn’t even know was that Charlie was as gay as they come. He didn’t even like girls. But our friendship was over right there. Charlie was petrified of Vince, and I was still under his spell. I didn’t want him to be angry with me about Charlie so I ended our friendship.”

      Jenna let out a frustrated sigh and then, surprisingly, grabbed her breasts. “It only got worse once I got these. I just never grew more than an A-cup even with my waist. Anyway, I ended up going to a local community college, and Vince made plans to go to the same one. At the time, I told myself that it was because we were meant to be together but in hindsight, I realize it was just because he wanted to keep an eye on me.

      “By the time I was nineteen, I’d come out of my awkward phase with enough money saved to get a little modification. The process did wonders for my spirit. They’re just the right size now too. Anyway, I really felt like I looked like a woman, and for the first time in my life, I felt like other men were interested in me aside from Vince. I really think that drove him absolutely nuts.

      “It all came to a head around the time I turned twenty-one. By that point, he’d become completely paranoid and didn’t want me around anyone but him. The abuse only seemed to amplify at that point, and I was always covered in bruises and marks from his hands.

      “I wasn’t doing well in school, mostly because I felt so trapped being near Vince all the time. I started to tie being at college with being with him and I just lost interest. I’m not sure how I did it but I summoned up the courage to leave him and drop out of college at the same time right as I turned twenty-one.”

      Jenna hung her head in shame. “It wasn’t my proudest moment. I realized I was throwing away the chance at a better future but at that time, I just wanted to get away from him. I wanted to get away from abusive men. Vince went ballistic, of course.”

      “Did he hurt you again?” asked Alex.

      She wrapped her arms around her torso. “No, but not for a lack of trying. I managed to hide away for several months with a female friend of mine, someone that Vince didn’t know too well. She let me crash at her place for a few months while trying to get my feet under me.”

      “It was just incredibly hard to support myself when it was just me. The local economy was in shambles—like it is in most places on Earth—and it couldn’t earn enough to afford rent in even the rundown parts of my town. I felt truly lost about what to do, and it only made things worse when Vince finally found me.”

      Tears came cascading down her cheeks. “In hindsight, my friend, Melody, probably saved my life that night. If she hadn’t come home when she did, I would probably be dead. He broke down her door to get to me. The whole time, he just kept yelling at me, demanding to know why I would leave him and telling me what a piece of shit I was.

      “He kept kicking me, and I’m surprised he never broke anything. When Melody arrived home and called the police, he ran off into the night. I was broken at that moment, Alex. I just remember sitting there on the floor hugging my legs and crying my eyes out. My life couldn’t have gotten any worse. At that point, I did the only thing I could do.”

      “What was that?”

      “I signed up for the colony program,” she said, looking over at him. “I’d heard about it that week, and they promised to take single men or women from Earth to some remote world. If you were fertile, able bodied, and young, you got a nice bonus. I’d never heard of Vesta before that point but anything seemed better than my life on Earth. I had no one and barely a possession to my name. And I had no doubt that Vince would try again to reach me. I had to do something and it turned out that leaving was the answer.”

      Jenna took a deep breath. “So that’s why I’m here. I came to Vesta because it was the least bad option that I had. I wasn’t happy about being assigned to someone else but how much worse could it get? I’d already been through hell. One more abusive man wasn’t going to break me.”

      She actually smiled at him at that moment. “But then I met you. And you’re probably the first truly decent person I’ve met in a really long time, Alex.”

      “I don’t feel decent,” he said quietly. “Not after the mess I’ve made of my life.”

      She shook her head. “But you did that because they took someone from you that you loved. That doesn’t make you a monster in my eyes.”

      “Well, as long as we’re being reflective, I take back what I said about you,” said Alex. “About you being a princess.”

      “You mean a goddamned princess?” she joked.

      Alex chuckled. “Yeah, that. I think given your experiences in life, I can understand why you reacted the way you did. And I’m grateful that you ended up with me and not a man like Serrano.”

      Jenna shivered. “I’m grateful for that too.”

      There was a moment of silence until Alex noticed that Jenna was watching him. She smiled again.

      “So I guess we both know each other’s dirty laundry now, right? And I have to say, I’m still in this. I’m not running for the hills or anything.”

      “I’m not running either,” said Alex. “And I’m going to promise you something right now. No matter how angry I get, I’m never going to lay a finger on you, you got that? I would never hurt you like that, Jenna.”

      “I believe that, Alex,” she said quietly. “If I’d thought you were that kind of man, I don’t think I would have told you about my life. I feel safe with you, I really do.”

      He cracked a grin. “As long as I don’t get us killed by a Jargar?”

      Jenna giggled. “With your superhuman speed, I almost pity the Jargar that would try to attack you.”

      They both laughed at that, breaking some of the heavy tension that had developed. Though nothing physically had developed between them yet, Alex now saw that it was just a matter of time. With Jenna opening up to him, he saw that she was warm, tender, and thoughtful on the inside—a wonderful development from the crass exterior she had when they first met.

      It made him hopeful for a future with her.
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      The sun crested the horizon until it was time to get moving again. After rolling up their sleeping bags and putting on their packs, they set off from their camp.

      “Do you want to take the point position today?” he asked once they started moving. “You did an excellent job yesterday working with me to keep a secure position.”

      She beamed with the compliment. “I can do that. As long as you promise to watch my butt?”

      “I can definitely do that,” he said, realizing that he would be all too eager to do just that.

      They set out moments later, pushing out into the valley and continuing on their northeasterly course toward the river. The going was slow and the terrain started to become more challenging around midday, when they started to climb out of the valley into the foothills that had ringed them. It was here that their pace slowed even further, and it was also when Alex noticed something that bothered him.

      He finally addressed it with her when they sat down to eat a meager lunch.

      “Does it seem weird to you that we don’t see much wildlife around?” he asked. “The training modules that we watched said most of the planet was teeming with small creatures and other mammal-like animals. I’ll be honest, I haven’t seen many signs of them. Sometimes, I get the impression that we are the only two living creatures around.”

      Jenna started to nod. “Now that you mention it, I haven’t seen much of anything either. I noticed a few birds here and there but not much on the ground. I wonder why that is.”

      Alex did as well. The lack of wildlife bothered him on an instinctual level. In his gut, something told him that this was a dangerous sign, and there was a reason why most animals were giving this area a wide berth.

      For that reason alone, he vowed to pick up the pace as they moved for the rest of the day, wanting to get to the river as quickly as possible. Jenna accepted the wisdom of the move, and they moved quickly, ascending higher into the foothills.

      The sun dipped, inching towards the horizon when two events happened that definitely spooked both of them. When they came upon a rocky enclave that butted up against a sheer cliff in the hillside, rising some twenty meters above their heads they slowed their approach. The enclave was surrounded on three sides, but it was what was inside the flat part that made both of them pay attention.

      There was a creature inside but it had been dead for about a day or two judging by the remains of the body. To Alex, the creature looked very similar to how a deer would look back on Earth, except that it was about two times bigger in size. The worst part was that whatever had killed it had completely skewered it, ripping open its torso and devouring everything within.

      Jenna covered her nose with her shirt. “That smells just awful!”

      “And whatever did it certainly had some powerful jaws,” said Alex, inspecting the creature more closely. “This creature didn’t stand a chance. It was ripped to absolute shreds.”

      “Do you think it could have been another Jargar, Alex?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe. I could see a Jargar doing this kind of damage. We should stay on high alert tonight. Something is not quite right with this area. The lack of wildlife and finding this creature like this. Something deadly is out there, and I don’t want to find out what it is.”

      Jenna nodded. “I’ll do my best to keep an eye out for anything that doesn’t seem to belong.”

      They kept moving through the foothills, as it became time to settle down for the evening. Alex felt the urge to look behind him. He couldn’t say why, but again it was something on an instinctual level, forcing him to look. He scanned his surroundings, looking for anything that was out of place. Only the arid environment of the Vestan planet stared back at him.

      Alex continued to move but he kept a watchful eye on the terrain. It was only twenty minutes later when he saw a definitive shadow that confirmed his suspicions. Getting Jenna’s attention, he gestured for her to get low and to wait for him.

      “What’s wrong?” she whispered, her face going pale as she saw his expression.

      “Someone is following us. Someone or something.”

      Alex hadn’t seen Jenna look that frightened since they were still on the Racine.

      “What do you mean someone?” she whispered. “Is it a person? Or a creature? A Jargar?”

      Alex shook his head. “I don’t know. But something intelligent that knows that it doesn’t want to be seen by us. I’ve had this awful feeling for the last hour that something was out there. Something that I couldn’t explain.”

      “So what do we do?” she asked, checking her pulse pistol. “Do we fight it?”

      “We don’t know what’s out there yet. It could be another colonist, maybe from another escape pod.”

      Jenna didn’t look that relieved to hear that. “If that was the case, then why are they stalking us? Shouldn’t they have made their presence known by now?”

      “Not if it’s one of Serrano’s people,” replied Alex. “Or maybe even Serrano himself. Either way, we should assume they’re dangerous and they mean to harm us.”

      That was hardly a comforting thought for Jenna. Tension was visible on her face and even a little fear.

      Alex started to rub his chin as he thought over the issue. Finally, he figured out a plan.

      “Come on, let’s find a place to build a lean-to tonight. We’re going to make a trap for our friend.”

      Alex chose a spot that evening that was more open than he would otherwise like. Normally, he would look for a spot that was tucked away, where they weren’t likely to be exposed to any wildlife. Even better if it was hard to see. Tonight though, he wanted to set a trap, and he used a line of trees to help him do it.

      Alex went through great motions to create the lean-to in the same manner as he had the night before, but it was different this time. He knew someone was watching them, and the desire to fight was causing his adrenaline to rush.

      By this time, he suspected it was indeed a person by the way they held back. An animal might stalk them or move on after enough time but this person seemed to be dedicated to observing them. Alex suspected they might try to make their move in the night, and he wanted to be ready for that eventuality. The cover of darkness would also help him be prepared for when they moved in, and he already had a spot selected where he would strike back at them.

      Dinner that evening was much more muted than the night before. They ate their freeze-dried meal quickly, and Alex made a big show of both of them laying down once the sun set.

      As soon as it was dark, he rolled out of his sleeping bag to make for the ambush spot he’d chosen. By this point, Jenna was almost shaking with fear.

      “What if something happens to you?” she whispered to him. “What if it’s another Jargar?”

      He tried his best to assuage her. “I’ve already taken down one Jargar,” he whispered, forcing a smile. “What’s one more?”

      She still looked worried. “Please be careful, Alex. Don’t take any risks that you don’t have to take.”

      Her hand reached out to grab his, squeezing it to reinforce her words. It was the first time she’d offered contact between them seemingly just for comfort. Though she’d cleaned and bandaged enough of his wounds by now, Jenna wasn’t the touchy-feely type.

      Her touch represented a further warming of their relationship.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll be just fine,” he whispered. “I promise.”

      He separated from her only reluctantly and crawled his way toward the treeline just off to his right. The treeline was the most natural route by which any outsider would come into their camp, and the branches of the trees were low enough to offer concealment for him against any would-be attackers. After he’d crawled to the spot he’d chosen some twenty metres from the campsite, Alex waited and listened.

      He was there for nearly three hours before the unwanted visitor started their approach. He could see a faint outline of a body as it moved closer, moving from cover to cover to hide their tracks. This person, as it was indeed a person, moved like someone who had considerable skill outdoors. They knew how to move without being seen, making themselves an incredibly small target in the process. Alex readied his pistol as they drew closer.

      It was by the time the person was within ten meters that he figured out it was a woman that was approaching them. He could see that her hair was pulled back, keeping her face clear as she moved. Her hips were another dead giveaway, having the distinct womanly sway as she approached the treeline.

      It did little to bring his guard down. This woman might be an amateur but she could be deadly at the same time.

      By the time she was close enough to stop, Alex had his pistol ready to fire. It was time to spring the trap.

      “Stop where you are,” he said in a loud and clear voice. “Drop your weapon right now or I will fire on you.”
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      The woman stiffened, halting in her tracks. Her eyes went to the trees, searching for her target. She didn’t drop the pistol she had in her hand, not yet at least.

      “Last chance,” warned Alex. “You have three seconds. Three . . . two . . .”

      “Okay, you win,” said the woman, her voice sounding strained. It had a slight accent that he couldn’t place. With those words, she bent at the waist and placed her pistol on the ground.

      “Take ten steps backward,” ordered Alex. “Put both hands in the air. No other movements.”

      She did as she was told. “I don’t mean you any harm,” she said as she started to walk backward.

      “We’ll see about that,” replied Alex. “Keep your hands where I can see them. You lower them for a second and you’re dead. I’m coming out now.”

      She didn’t move a muscle after she’d taken her ten steps back. Alex emerged from the treeline to the spot where she’d dropped her pistol. He could barely see any features of her face due to the darkness of the night but he could feel the weight of her stare on his figure.

      He dropped down to pick up her pistol, noting that it wasn’t the same kind that had been on the Racine.

      Whoever this woman was, she was a native Vestan.

      “Is anyone else out there with you?” he asked, already knowing the answer. “It’s not going to bode well for you if you lie to me right now.”

      “I’m alone,” she replied. “I don’t have anyone else.”

      “Then why are you following us?” he asked. “You might have fooled someone else but I’ve noticed you long before dark. For an amateur, you move pretty well but you can’t fool an experienced eye.”

      “There’s a perfectly reasonable explanation for all of this,” she said, her voice sounding strained. “I’m not here to harm you, I promise. We just don’t get non-Vestans here. I followed you because I was curious.”

      “Then you live here?” he asked. “You’re not one of the arriving colonists?”

      “No, I’ve lived on Vesta my entire life.”

      Alex continued to keep his pistol focused on her. He knew that he couldn’t do anything else with her tonight, and he especially couldn’t set her free until he knew whether she was a danger or not.

      That meant she’d have to stay in the camp where he could keep a close eye on her.

      “I’m going to search you now,” said Alex, taking one step forward. “I don’t mean you any harm but if you try to harm me, I won’t hesitate to kill you. My search will be thorough so I can be sure you’re not hiding any further weapons.”

      “I understand,” she replied quietly. “I’m not carrying anything else besides my pistol. It’s all they gave me when I left.”

      Alex kept walking until he was directly in front of her. At this close distance, he could finally make out some of her features. Her hair was long and dark, and the tip of her ponytail was nearly touching her upper back. She had soft, feminine features that were certainly attractive. She was tall as well, nearly as tall as Jenna.

      Judging by the look in her eyes, she was just as afraid of what he might do as he was of her.

      Alex took his time patting down her body, not because he enjoyed it but because he wanted to be sure she wasn’t hiding anything. He was thorough in inspecting her legs, especially between them since he knew it was a favorite hiding spot for most women.

      He found very little on her. The woman only had one backpack, which he confiscated and took with him after the search didn’t turn up anything out of the ordinary.

      “You don’t seem to be traveling very heavily,” noted Alex once the search was over. “How long have you been out here?”

      “A week,” she answered, shocking him.

      “A week?! Why have you been out here that long? Why are you outside the Vestan city? By my navigation, we aren’t much less than a week away from the city.”

      She nodded. “That’s right, but my situation is more complicated than just going back to the city. A lot more complicated.”

      “Complicated is what we do best out here,” muttered Alex. “Come on, my friend and I are over here. I’m going to have to restrain you for the night but remember what I said. As long as you don’t show any aggression toward us, we won’t harm you.”

      The woman agreed to that and started walking down the treeline toward the camp. Alex figured she’d been watching them set up for some time, which was why she knew where the lean-to was located. He trailed along just behind her, noting her shapely, but dirty, figure as she walked.

      Jenna was already awake and upright as they approached. Her eyes were trained on the newcomer and she was gripping her pulse pistol tightly as they stopped.

      “This is the person who’s been following us,” said Alex to Jenna. “She’s clean. I searched her and already confiscated her weapon.”

      Jenna’s eyes never left the woman. “What is she doing here?”

      “Apparently, she’s out on a hike of her own,” said an amused Alex. “She’s a native Vestan though. She wasn’t on the Racine.”

      The woman seized on the ship’s name. “You two were part of the colony program? You’re from Earth?”

      “We are,” said Alex. “Unfortunately, the colony ship had a literal falling apart with itself. The only reason we’re out here instead of at Vestan city is because we had to eject from the ship early.”

      The woman’s eyes went wide. “What about the rest of the colonists? Where are they? Did they survive the ship?”

      Alex shrugged. “I have no idea. Jenna and I were in the same pod, but we were one of the last to leave. Potentially, the others are already in Vesta.”

      “I’ve waited a long time for that ship,” said the woman, her shoulders slumping. “It was hell to get all the approvals to get the cattle ship… sorry personnel transport in the first place. Vesta is a small colony that doesn’t have the political or financial pull of some of the other space colonies like Alpha Prime, Emporium, or Giliese 380. It nearly bankrupted us but we spared no expense to get that approval, but it was extremely necessary to get more people. Otherwise, the colony would have failed.

      Alex’s eyes narrowed. “You nearly bankrupted Vesta? What are you talking about? Just who are you?”

      For the first time, the woman actually smiled. “My name is Ellie. I was part of the committee that approved the colony program for Vesta.”

      Alex managed to look over at Jenna who was looking just as confused. It took him a moment to be able to form a response.

      “You were part of the committee that approved the colony program?” he asked incredulously. “Then what the hell are you doing out here in the wilderness alone?”

      “I was out here looking for the arriving colonists,” blurted Ellie. “Like I already told you, we’ve been expecting you. We knew you were coming soon and we wanted to make sure you all got back to Vesta.”

      Alex gave her a queer look. “Why would you expect us out here? Wouldn’t you expect the ship to drop us off at the city with everyone else?”

      “In a perfect world, yes,” answered Ellie. “But this is hardly my first colony operation. They almost never go to plan. The last one was even worse. Upon entry into our atmosphere, the ship’s hull was ruptured by the extreme heat. You see, that ship was due for decommissioning years ago but it didn’t stop the Alliance from sending it on one last trip to Vesta. Those escape pods went all over to the planet. We spent weeks searching for all the new colonists. We expected that it might happen again, and we wanted people out here to find you if it did.”

      Ellie’s words sounded so sure but something wasn’t quite adding up for Alex. Why was Ellie alone for one? Why did she barely have any supplies? Why was she stalking them instead of making her presence known from the beginning? And lastly, why did her story change from the first thing she told him?

      Ultimately, there were too many questions to ignore for that moment.

      “I don’t believe you,” said Alex, crossing his arms. “Why were you stalking us? If you’re part of the welcome committee, why not introduce yourself right away? Why sneak up on us in the night?”

      Ellie shrugged. “For my own safety. We knew the program was composed of criminals and a large man moving with one other woman could easily be a situation where she was your hostage. I knew there was the chance you could overpower me, so I kept my distance until I could make sure you weren’t a threat to me.”

      Ellie then gestured at his pistol. “As you can see, my intuition was right.”

      “I’m not a threat to you,” growled Alex. “And what you did was incredibly stupid. You almost got yourself killed.”

      “Death is everywhere these days in Vesta,” said Ellie after a long sigh. “I’m actually glad to have found you. We need people and we need them desperately.”

      “Why is that?” asked Jenna. “Is it because of the Jargar problem?”

      Ellie shuddered. “It’s more than just a problem. It’s a damn catastrophe. How much have they told you of the Jargar?”

      “Just that in recent years, Jargar attacks have been getting more frequent,” said Alex. “That it was preventing the colony from expanding but that it was something that was getting under control.”

      Ellie actually started to laugh. “That’s what they told you? Jesus, this is worse than I thought.”

      “How bad is it?” asked an alarmed Jenna.

      “It’s bad,” said Ellie before she turned to look at Alex. “We should get back to Vesta as soon as possible though. Everything will be better when we get there.”

      There was something about the way she said it that stuck out to him as odd. Something wasn’t quite right about Ellie, and despite her reasoned explanations, Alex could smell bullshit a mile away.

      There was more to her story than this and he was determined to find out.

      “Stay here for a second,” he said to Ellie, keeping his pistol trained on her. He gestured for Jenna to follow him, stepping just out of earshot (but close enough that he could keep his eye on the Vestan woman).

      “What do you think?” asked Jenna once they were alone. “She seems a little weird. Beautiful but weird.”

      “I think she’s lying to us,” said Alex. “I can’t prove it yet but she’s not telling us everything.”

      “Like about the Jargar? Calling it a catastrophe is pretty drastic, don’t you think?”

      Alex nodded. “Well, we saw how fast they can be first hand. Also, obviously it’s awful. A five to one ratio doesn’t happen without a lot of death. A one-on-one fight with a Jargar for any other person is a likely death sentence.”

      Jenna actually smiled. “Except for you, of course.”

      “Either way, I don’t trust her. I think it’s a good idea to keep her with us where I can keep an eye on her. If she was really sent out to greet us from Vesta, they can corroborate her story when we get there.”

      “What if it’s not that though, Alex? What if it’s something worse?”

      Alex thought the question over for a moment. “Then it’s better that she’s with us. And disarmed.”

      “Okay,” she said finally. “I trust you.”

      They returned to Ellie who was now sitting on the ground near the lean-to. The woman was nosy, eyeing their packs with interest.

      “Here’s the deal,” said Alex. “You’re going to accompany us back to Vesta. I’ll be keeping your pistol in the interim. You can have your pack but nothing else until we get to the city. If you show any hostile intent, I’m going to tie you up and drag you along behind me. As long as you stay peaceful, we’ll get along just fine. Can you deal with that?”

      Surprisingly, Ellie smiled. “Do I have a choice? That’s fine. I accept your terms. I’m not a danger to you though.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that,” said Alex. “For now, we’re going to tie you up for the rest of the night.”

      Alex did the honors, creating a knot around her wrists and ankles with the rope that was in the survival bag from the escape pod. After he was satisfied with that, he tied her to the tree.

      “What if a Jargar comes though?” asked a frightened Ellie once she was secured. “I’ll be a sitting duck here tied up like this.”

      Alex shrugged. “I’m no slouch, far from it actually. If one nears, they’ll wish they didn’t. I get it, being tied up sucks but I heard you gasp when I bound your wrist.”

      “Yeah, it’s kinda hot, but I definitely don’t wanna get gutted,” Ellie said.

      Jenna giggled. “It’s a risk we have to take right now.”

      Ellie pouted but said no more. It became quickly apparent once she was tied just how tired she was from stalking them for half the night. It wasn’t long before she fell asleep.

      Alex was ready for a rest of his own. He curled into his sleeping bag and offered his pistol to Jenna.

      “If she does anything that you don’t like, shoot her,” he said to her before offering a smile. “Hopefully she’s not too much of a nuisance.”

      Jenna smiled back. “I was really liking it when it was just you and me. It was nice, Alex. I can’t remember the last time I had this much alone time with someone else.”

      Alex reached out to grab her hand. For the very first time, Jenna didn’t stiffen at his touch, which was remarkable progress.

      “I liked it too,” he said. “I’ll see you in the morning, okay?”

      “Okay. Night, Alex.”
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      Despite the tumultuous night, the next morning actually started off rather boring. Alex woke up just as the sun was rising, and he found that Jenna looked a little worse for wear.

      “Tired?” he asked, seeing the bags under her eyes.

      She nodded without saying a word.

      Alex gestured to his sleeping bag. “Go on and take a nap before we start off this morning. I’m betting you didn’t get much sleep while we were waiting for her visitor.”

      Jenna didn’t even try to fight the suggestion. She nodded and crawled into the sleeping bag he just came out of, and she was asleep within seconds.

      Just a short distance away, Ellie was also still sleeping, and now that the sun was coming up, he got his first look of Ellie in the light.

      It was not an unpleasant sight. Ellie was incredibly attractive. He could see now that her hair was thick and luxurious, even tied back in her ponytail. She had an unmarred (but slightly dirty) face and a very cute button nose.

      He also noticed that she wasn’t wearing any breathing apparatus. He knew that the native Vestans who grew up here had long adjusted to the lower levels of oxygen in the Vestan atmosphere. It all seemed to support what she said about living on the planet her entire life.

      For some reason, seeing her like this made the thought of the journey to Vesta not as bad as it sounded last night. Especially now that he was in the company of two beautiful women.

      It was over an hour later that both Ellie and Jenna finally awoke and they decided to set off for the day. Once again, Jenna was the point person of their trio, and Alex took up the rear with Ellie moving between them so that he could keep an eye on her. Ellie made no threatening movements though, and she seemed content to go along with the plan (for now at least).

      It was only once they stopped for their first break that she opened up and began to have a conversation about Vesta which mostly consisted of Alex asking questions.

      “How many Vestans are there now?”

      “It’s always been a bit of a hidden number… Same with the death toll. Around five thousand of us braved the stars out here with even male to female numbers. Now there’s over two thousand women and a few hundred men. More so with the latest attempt to help our decreasing numbers. It… It’s a really small outpost compared to the big ones, but its home,” Ellie answered painfully.

      “Surely you have children and infrastructure in place to raise them,” Jenna said with a tilt of her head. “The promo videos were so… buoyant.”

      “We’ve made a small fortune mining. The investors and founders said if we busted our ass, they’d consider investing in a fresh batch of colonist. This time, they’d send men who’d seen and experienced hardship… Which, yeah, we thought it meant handsome veterans who were just somehow unlucky to find wives.”

      “A lot of fuckery going on,” Alex said with a chuckle, drinking from his flask after.

      “Funny you say that. Yes, fuckery. Fucking, no. Most of the resident are clamoring for new people to help with the,” Ellie huffed, “depression. The surrogates bots, they’re a spared no expense splurge. Someone figured you rough men were worth the discount to afford the birthing machines. Honestly, I’m not sure I disagree. What else do you want to know?”

      “How did Vesta get its name?”

      “From the Starfinder Allen Vesta,” said Ellie, who was strangely proud of the fact. “He financed the original colony and brought the first people here from the District of Canada on Earth. He’s a living legend amongst the Vestans. He’s our founding father who kept us together during our many troubled years starting out. Vesta almost failed several times in the first ten years but he kept it all together.”

      “What year did he found Vesta?”

      “May 6th, 2965,” answered Ellie. “The first colonists here were a group of three hundred settlers comprised of a near equal count of women and men. They traveled here on the ship Juniper which first landed on the spot that the Vestan city now occupies. They built the original biosphere that became their first home on the planet.”

      A little while later, Ellie excused herself to go pee. Jenna leaned close to Alex to question him.

      “Why are you asking her these questions?” she asked. “You already know the answers. We heard them on the Racine.”

      Alex grinned at her. “Just trying to see what she knows. She’s well-informed though, so I'll give her that. She seems to know a lot about the colony.”

      Jenna bit her lip. “I still think there’s something off about her. And I don’t like how easygoing she seems. Like she just fell into our group so easily.”

      “Another reason to be on our guard,” said Alex. “Just in case she tries something.”

      Jenna readily agreed and after a short break, they were on their way again. About midday, the highlands they were moving through finally broke, and the terrain rapidly descended on the other side toward another plain. There still wasn’t much in the way of wildlife, but on this side of the hills, at least the flora seemed lusher than in the valley they landed in.

      Finally, they reached the river that afternoon. Calling it a river was a bit of a stretch. It was closer to a large creek than a river but finding it signaled that they were getting closer to Vesta.

      Something also happened at the river that Alex didn’t expect, and it all started with a simple request from Ellie.

      “Do you mind if we stop for a minute so I can wash myself?” she asked, pointing to the water. “I can feel how dirty I am from all this traveling, and I’d really like the chance to clean up in the water. Can we stop?”

      Alex didn’t see any harm in it, and he wouldn’t mind splashing a bit of water on his face either.

      “Is there anything that we need to be afraid about in the water?” he asked. “Anything that could harm us?”

      Ellie shook her head. “Just like the water on Earth. We don’t have as much of it here on Vesta but it’s harmless. The river doesn’t have much in the way of fish either but the ones that are here are mostly small. I’ll show you just so you believe me.”

      “That’s fine, go ahead,” said Alex.

      He expected her to wash her hands and maybe her face in the water but what Ellie did next truly surprised him. She stood on the bank of the river and started removing all of her clothes until she was completely naked.

      Both Alex and Jenna shared a look with each other. Alex tried to divert his eyes, which was hard to do after one look at Ellie’s body and her incredibly high and proud breasts.

      “Don’t you want to cover up?” asked an embarrassed Jenna, trying but failing to look away as well.

      Ellie wanted to do no such thing. In fact, she turned toward them, proudly displaying her nude body. “Why would I do that? Should I be ashamed of my body?”

      Jenna turned red with embarrassment. “Well, no, but we don’t even know you. Why would you want us to see you naked?”

      Ellie laughed. “You’ve a lot to learn about Vesta. We don’t have that much modesty when it comes to our people. Nudity is just something you’ll come to accept while living here, as well as our attitudes toward sex. There’s nothing to be ashamed about when it comes to the human body.”

      With those words, Ellie turned her back on them and stepped into the water. Jenna turned to look at Alex, who could only offer a brief shrug in response.

      This colony was becoming more intriguing by the day.

      Ellie waded into the river until the water was lapping at her nipples, which Alex hadn’t failed to notice were very erect. She didn’t seem to have any problem catching his eye, and she even reveled in the attention that he was giving her body.

      What she said next only raised the tension.

      “Crap, I forgot my washcloth,” said Ellie, still rubbing water over her shoulders. “Alex, can you grab it out of my backpack?”

      It seemed like a simple request at first, although Alex couldn’t help but wonder why she’d forgotten it. Once he found it in her backpack, he stepped out into the middle of the river, where Ellie wasted no time in closing the distance between them. In the process, her breasts were placed nearly against his chest. It was even harder to ignore her stiff nipples now that they were in his line of sight.

      “Enjoying the view?” she asked, a smile dancing on her face.

      Alex could only shake his head, completely speechless.

      After a moment, he finally found the words. “Are all Vestans like you?”

      Ellie actually giggled. “I think you’ll come to like my people in time. You may like me already and not even know it.”

      Ellie gestured to his pants which were already strained with the evidence of his erection.

      “The water feels great,” said Ellie. “Take your clothes off and come bathe with me!”

      She didn’t wait for his response, dashing back into the middle of the river. As she carried on in the water, Jenna crossed her arms under her breasts and joined Alex near the edge.

      “She’s really something,” she said, staring at Ellie. “Naked and seemingly without a care in the world.”

      “She’s different, all right,” said Alex. “I haven’t figured out what her angle is yet.”

      Jenna snorted. “Isn’t it obvious? She’s trying to seduce you, Alex. I doubt anyone just goes naked whenever they want in Vesta. She wants you to look at her. You can tell it excites her. It also doesn’t hurt that she has the body to back it up.”

      As soon as Jenna said the words, Alex couldn’t help but look at her. It was now the second time that she’d mentioned an attraction to Ellie’s body, and he now wondered if there was something deeper behind it.

      Jenna caught him staring and started to turn red in the face. “What?”

      Alex chose his words wisely. “It kind of seems like you have an attraction for her. Do you like women, Jenna?”

      Part of him expected Jenna to storm off, but he was surprised when her face turned redder.

      “Do you remember me telling you about my friend, Melody?”

      “Yes, the one that you stayed with?”

      Jenna’s head tilted from side to side. “I might have done a little more than just stay there. A lot more.”

      Alex shut his eyes lest his erection make a return. The only thing sexier than Jenna was the image of Jenna and another beautiful woman, especially someone as beautiful as Ellie.

      “Maybe it couldn’t hurt us to have a limited bath,” said Jenna. “Just to clean up a little.”

      Alex couldn’t agree more readily. The only way the situation could get any better was if Jenna peeled off her clothes and joined the other woman.

      “We can do that,” said Alex, smiling in the process. “I am feeling a little dirty.”

      That seemed to make Jenna happy and for the next thirty minutes, they took baths of their own while Ellie tried to frolic about them. At one point, Ellie got too close to a half-naked Jenna, which caused the blonde to temporarily panic. Ellie laughed and made her way to Alex, who was in the process of changing clothes to allow his wet ones to dry.

      During her dash around him, she caught a glimpse of his nude front. Ellie’s eyes latched onto his member.

      “Wow,” she said, eyeing him handily. “Now that’s a really beautiful cock.”

      Alex looked down to see his member already responding to her compliment. He tried to cover it quickly.

      “You don’t need to cover it on my behalf,” said Ellie with a grin. “I bet you’ve made a lot of girls happy with that monster. Does Jenna love it?”

      Alex gave a glance over to Jenna where she was now putting her shoes back on, oblivious to their conversation.

      “Jenna and I haven’t . . . we haven’t slept together,” said Alex.

      Ellie gave him a queer look before a smile grew on her face. “Her loss then.”

      She then reached over to squeeze his cock before he could pull up his underwear.

      Alex reacted quickly, especially since Jenna was now making her way toward them.

      “What are you doing?” he hissed.

      Ellie just blinked at him like what she did was the most natural thing in the world.

      “Feeling your hard cock,” she said simply. “What’s the problem?”

      “Ellie, you have to understand that whatever customs you have here on Vesta aren’t ours,” said Alex, pulling his pants all the way up. “Back on Earth, we don’t just grab someone’s crotch, especially someone you barely know.”

      Ellie stuck out her tongue. “Prudes. You’re going to be in for a shock once you get to Vesta. We’re a lot more open then you’ve been lead to believe.”

      With that, the Vestan woman turned her back on him and walked away just as Jenna closed the distance.

      Jenna looked at Ellie and then down to Alex’s crotch. “Did she really just do that?”

      “I can’t tell if she’s being genuine or if this is her still trying to hide something from us,” said Alex. “Either way, she’s a strange woman.”

      Jenna didn’t respond to that directly. She let out a small sigh and crossed her arms again. The expression on her face was largely unreadable but Alex thought he detected something he hadn’t seen from Jenna before.

      And it looked a lot like jealousy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 26

          

        

      

    

    
      After the break at the river, the trio continued moving, this time on the northerly course that would lead them to the Vestan city. That evening, Alex spotted a small cave that could be used for shelter for the night, and after seeing that the cave was empty of any wildlife, they set up their sleeping bags and ate more of their freeze-dried food.

      Ellie ate ravenously, devouring the disgusting chicken-fried steak meal that Alex could barely stomach.

      “You eat like someone who hasn’t had a decent meal in a long time,” said Alex to Ellie. “I’m curious about how you were sent out to find us without an ample food supply.”

      “Most of my food supply went bad,” said Ellie, not looking him in the eyes. “I discovered halfway out of the city that mold had taken root in half of my supply. I had to dump it, and I ate the last of my reserve the day before I found you.”

      “What would you have done if we were hungry and without food when you found us?” asked Alex. “We would’ve starved alongside you.”

      Ellie shrugged. “Maybe. But I had hoped you’d taken some food with you from the colony ship. Otherwise, we’d be very hungry right about now.”

      Alex looked over at Jenna only to find that she was giving him a questioning look in regard to Ellie’s statement. Judging by the look in her eyes, she didn’t believe the story either.

      Alex decided to probe her story a little more to find any weaknesses.

      “Tell me more about who actually rules in Vesta,” asked Alex. “I’ve heard there’s a council that makes all the major decisions in the colony but I don’t know much about it.”

      Ellie looked uncomfortable as soon as he asked the question, which he noted as she started to talk.

      “You’re right, Alex. The Vestan Council is the leading body of the colony, deciding most matters that affect the well-being of the entire planet. It’s a five-person body made up of our leading members, although in its current form, there’s one faction that is noticeably more powerful.”

      It was the way she spat out the word faction that caught Alex’s attention.

      “What are the different factions?”

      “The main one with all the power right now is led by Belladonna Worthington and Cassara Torneau. Both of them are descendants of the original colonists, their grandfathers being key allies of our legendary founder, Allen Vesta, in establishing the colony. These two women are completely unlike their grandfathers though. They are petty, arrogant, and completely self-serving, and it’s my belief that their actions will eventually cause the complete collapse of Vesta.”

      “You feel pretty strongly about it,” noted Alex. “But how can two women dominate a council of five? Who are the other players?”

      Ellie swallowed hard as if the topic was painful for her. “There are currently two openings on the council. One of the previous members, Bradley Rose, was killed recently in a Jargar attack. His position wasn’t filled before I left to come find you. The other two positions were the other faction in the city, the faction led by Eleanor Vesta and her cousin, Annette Moore. Unfortunately, Eleanor was exiled from the city by Belladonna and Cassara for opposing them.”

      “Why was she exiled?” asked Alex.

      Ellie let out a long sigh. “It was a vote of no confidence in her leadership ability. The recent attacks on the colony by the Jargars has caused a lot of death and destruction to the colony. Belladonna and Cassara whipped up the remaining colonists and placed the blame on Eleanor’s shoulders. They said she wasn’t doing enough to protect the colony. They seduced Bradley in order to get him to vote in their direction. Unfortunately for him, it was the last thing he did before he was killed. Majority ruled and Eleanor was banished from the city, leaving only her cousin Annette on the council.”

      Ellie stared off into space. “Sometimes I wonder how the city looks since I’ve been gone. I’m sure it’s already in a state of collapse.”

      “You don’t have a high opinion of Belladonna or Cassara, do you?” asked Jenna.

      Ellie shook her head vigorously. “Not in the slightest. They think they know how to handle the Jargar problem but the attacks on the colony are only getting worse. They prioritize making money for the colony over our own safety, which has gotten a lot of people killed in the past year. There are so few of us on this vast planet that we need to focus all of our energies on our defense but they can’t see that. Mining is very big in Vesta and it’s only gotten more important in recent years, and all that money is flowing into the hands of a few small families.”

      “Let me guess,” said Alex. “Belladonna and Cassara’s families are reaping the benefits?”

      Ellie nodded. “Which is why they don’t want to stop to focus on our defense. The Jargar attacks are a relatively recent event. Allen Vesta and the earlier generation never had to deal with them, and since there wasn’t much of a threat to the colony from the native wildlife, our defenses were really lax. We have a small defense force but half of them have been killed in the last year. People are getting afraid to venture outside the biospheres of the colony and for good reason. Death could come at any time.”

      Ellie shuddered and rubbed her arms with her hands. “It’s not a good situation. And Belladonna and Cassara are only making it worse.”

      By this point in the conversation, Alex had a hunch about what was really going on. He decided to act on it.

      “I bet your grandfather would be upset to see the state Vesta is in today,” said Alex.

      Ellie nodded quickly. “He’d be so upset, Alex! Our family has worked too hard to—”

      Ellie caught herself in that moment, realizing what she’d done. Her panicked eyes locked on Alex, who could only smile in return.

      “So Ellie is short for Eleanor then?”

      Knowing there was no point in lying anymore, Ellie could only nod her head.

      “Damn you, Alex. Yes, I’m the exiled leader of Vesta. I’m Eleanor Vesta.”
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      Alex was very pleased with himself.

      After all, he had good reason to be. His gut instinct had told him that Ellie was more than she appeared, and it hadn’t taken much to maneuver her into a position where she admitted who she really was.

      And she wasn’t just a nobody in Vesta.

      She was Eleanor Vesta. The entire planet was named after her family. If there was one person who could truly help them, surely it was Ellie, right?

      Or perhaps not, after what she’d told them about the nature of her exile.

      “Why don’t you start from the beginning?” asked Alex as Jenna took a seat next to him. Both of their faces remained glued to Ellie’s. “You’re really Eleanor Vesta?”

      “I am,” insisted Ellie. “If I had my own P-com, I would show you but it was confiscated when I was exiled. But I’m the granddaughter of Allen Vesta. There’s really no one else in the entire colony who knows the history quite like I do.”

      “So tell us then,” said Jenna. “Tell us more about Vesta. Tell us what we don’t know from the training modules.”

      Ellie looked off into space for a moment. “It’s a really long story. It all starts, like most colony stories, with a star.”

      Ellie pointed up to the western sky where the sun was starting to set.

      “51 Pegasi has been known about for over a thousand years,” started Ellie. “It’s a star very similar to the Sol star that gave life to Earth. For the longest time, astronomers believed that there was a large planet that orbited the star, and they were correct. However, that planet wasn’t suitable for life. Instead, it’s a gas giant that orbits very closely to 51 Pegasi, and it’s usually visible from Vesta.”

      With those words, Ellie pointed to the slightly smaller light a short distance away from the sun. It was large enough to be visible in the daytime, and Alex had watched it several times as they trekked across the Vestan environment.

      “What they didn’t count on was the fact that there was another habitable planet within this solar system,” continued Ellie. “This planet was found about nine hundred years ago, long before the Great Expansion and the first FTL drives that would make space exploration possible. For the longest time, this planet lingered on the edge of human consciousness. We knew it was here but we had no hopes of reaching it. That was the case until the FTL drive was invented, but even then we had plenty of other systems to go to first. Alpha Centauri was the first system colonized and it wasn’t until about seventy years ago that someone first thought about colonizing Vesta.”

      “Your grandfather,” said Alex. “He was the first human to step foot on Vesta?”

      Ellie nodded proudly. “He was. My grandfather was from the District of Canada back on Earth. Life in those days was incredibly hard, as you both probably know.”

      “It’s still hard,” said Jenna. “And it’s gotten no better in the last sixty years.”

      “My grandfather was from a town that was devastated by low crop yields in the years before the move. Starvation was common, as were the young and old dying from malnutrition. Much of the soil in that part of Canada is still contaminated from World War 3. My grandfather was actually one of the lucky few to leave the town and make something of himself. He came into money via trading but when he returned to the town once he was older, what he saw broke his heart.”

      “He knew they couldn’t stay on Earth,” she continued. “It was akin to a death sentence for most of the town. They’d never be able to have enough food so he did the next best thing. He applied for a permit to colonize one of the outer worlds.”

      “I imagine that was quite difficult,” said Alex.

      Ellie gave him an odd look. “How did you know? Most people assume it’s quite easy to get a permit in those days with all the stars available for colonization. How did you know that it was difficult for him?”

      “I’ve heard talk about it when I served in the Orbital Wars,” replied Alex. “The Consortium isn’t as keen to set up new colonies these days. They have trouble supporting the ones that we have. It’s nothing like the days of the Great Expansion, when they would give a permit to anyone that could pony up the cash to afford it. Some even say the Consortium doesn’t want the remaining people on Earth moving away, at least when they can control it.”

      “Very good,” said Ellie, smiling at him. “You’re exactly right. It took him five years to get the permit approved, and it was still a nearly run thing at that. In any event, my grandfather and several partners managed to convince nearly the entire town they would be better off in Vesta than they would be on Earth. Since they had nothing to lose, most of them voted to go with him. The first three hundred colonists left Earth, using a colony ship to reach Vesta. Of course, it still took the better part of a year to reach the planet, but what they found astounded them.”

      Ellie gestured around her. “They were amazed at how similar Vesta was to Earth. Our atmosphere has less oxygen but nothing that our bodies can’t adapt to with enough time. Many of the newcomers wore breathers for the first couple years but they would eventually discard them. Your body will become used to the atmosphere. Other than that, Vesta is eerily similar to Earth. Our years are slightly smaller at only 345 days but our days are longer, at 27 hours. This was the home that we needed it to be. And it was without any kind of predators to us, at least in the beginning.”

      Ellie’s face assumed a dreamy smile. “It was my grandfather who built the first biosphere, the protective enclosure that served as the first home for the colonists. Of course, it was awfully cramped having to provide living accommodations for three hundred colonists as well as start our nascent farming operation, but at least it provided us with breathable oxygen like we were used to back on Earth. You’ll notice that today as soon as you step inside one. It becomes so much easier to breathe. You’ll almost feel lightheaded at first.”

      “Sounds like the colony was off to a good start,” said Jenna. “When did it all go wrong?”

      The smile dropped from Ellie’s face. “Not for a long time, believe it or not. The colony was hugely expensive to run but it mined decent amounts. For the most part, my grandfather was able to keep the dream alive in his lifetime, passing it off to my father, Adam, when he was old enough.

      “However, my grandfather didn’t have unlimited wealth to keep covering the bad years. And seeing as he couldn’t attend to his trading business in a remote colony like Vesta, his source of funds dried up. When he died, he was nearly penniless but Vesta was off the ground and she was thriving. We were up to around seven hundred colonists by that time, as well as four additional biospheres for a total of five.”

      “Our colony didn’t grow very fast,” explained Ellie. “You see, in the early days, my grandfather’s borrowing to finance the colony came from many different sources. Many of those sources were families that would one day enter the Consortium. And he wasn’t always capable of paying back those debts. Vesta earned a black mark against her name because of those unpaid debts, and I think that’s one reason why the Consortium still treats us like an errant, forgotten child. We don’t take first priority when it comes to getting more colonists, so it cost an extra bribe or two for this colony mission to be pushed through..”

      Ellie took a deep breath. “Let’s see, the real problem. The Jargar. Everything was going just fine until about ten years ago, when my father was getting toward the end of his life. We were up to nine biospheres, with one more in construction when someone found gold in the foothills around the colony. You see, Vesta the city sits on a plain near a river.

      “Across that plain is the start of the foothills, and if you keep going up, you’ll enter the mountains that run in a north-south course on this part of the planet. The old mine dried up and prospectors hunted around the area until they found something common, but still sought after. Gold, it is just as valuable today as it was in ancient times, and my father finally saw a way that we could end our money problems for good.

      “He ordered a new biosphere constructed five kilometers away from the city, in the foothills where the gold had been discovered. It was his hope that we would mine for gold, sell it to traders from Emporium or Alpha Prime, and we could finance our colony with everything we needed, including more people. What my father didn’t count on was our first encounter with the Jargar.”

      “So you hadn’t seen a Jargar until that point?” asked Jenna.

      “That’s right. Up until then, we assumed there was no other intelligent life on Vesta. Nobody had ever seen a Jargar before we went into those foothills in force, but all of a sudden, they started to attack all the workers that serviced the mine. Even worse than that, they started to emerge from the foothills to attack our people on the plains.

      “As you know, the Jargar are frighteningly fast and strong, and we didn’t stand a chance. It forced the creation of a defense force but even that was decimated by the Jargars in short order. Our numbers began to plummet. Most of our losses were in men because they were the ones that worked the mines as well as staffed the defense force. Yes, there are rumors of them targeting men on purpose, but we think it’s a dominance thing, to fight the biggest target and ingest the balls of men.. Either way, with all the losses it caused the gender imbalance that we have today.

      “It forced a lot of changes in our society. Without the hope of resupply, our attitudes toward sex and relationships began to change. Instead of monogamous pairings of one man and one woman, we started to engage in polygamy. It’s not uncommon for one man to have two or three wives.”

      Ellie smiled. “When you live on a planet like Vesta, where death could find you at any time, it seems silly to get hung up on social norms. A woman has to be aggressive here. There should be no reason whatsoever why I can’t tell Alex that I enjoyed looking at his erection like I did earlier. And by the same logic, I should be able to tell Jenna that I love the way her tits look in that top. There’s nothing to be ashamed about.”

      Jenna blushed a deep red at the compliment, something that Alex found amusing. Even still, he wanted Ellie to get back to the story.

      “So connect the Jargar to your exile then,” he asked. “I’m guessing the Jargar attacks are what led this Belladonna and Cassara to exile you?”

      Ellie made a sour face. “Yes, but not directly. I’ve known Belladonna and Cassara for a long time. They crave power and they always have. They want to be the ones calling the shots in Vesta, and they don’t want to share power. It was this hunger that got them placed on the Council with me, and seeing as I was the unofficial leader of the colony, it was this that caused them to scheme against me.

      “You see, when my father died, Vesta still had a bright future. Sure, the Jargars had started to attack us, but no one expected that it would get this bad. We bleed people constantly, and not a week goes by when one or two people don’t get snatched up and killed by the Jargars. Belladonna and Cassara were able to seize upon the people’s anxiety and fear of the Jargars to say that I wasn’t doing enough to protect them. That I wasn’t destroying the Jargars when I so easily could.”

      Ellie laughed and shook her head disdainfully. “As if it was that easy. I have no idea how to stop the Jargar attacks. They just happened out of the blue and they don’t appear to be settling down anytime soon. It’s made keeping our colony operational extremely difficult. I barely had enough people to grow our food or to work the mines. We’re in danger of losing too many people, which was why we needed the new colonists from Earth. But I need to warn you, you’re coming to a planet that is deeply troubled—more than you know. And I fear that we might never be able to stop the Jargar attacks.”

      Ellie hung her head. “I don’t even know if they would let me back into Vesta. I will escort both of you to the city, but I have no expectation that they’ll let me enter. My fate seems to be left to the Jargars, as terrible as that sounds.”

      Ellie stopped speaking for a moment, causing Alex to wonder about her predicament. Her retelling of the history of the planet certainly seemed genuine (much more genuine than the bullshit story she fed them the day before), but like Ellie, Alex questioned just how much help she could be to them.

      What would happen if they showed up at Vesta with Ellie? Would they be in trouble with the native Vestans for consorting with her? Could they find themselves exiled as well?

      They were important questions but they would have to wait. At that moment, the hair on Alex’s neck began to tingle, and he knew that something was instantly wrong. Looking around the campsite, he wondered what it could be when he heard the unmistakable growl.

      “It’s another Jargar!” he said, leaping to his feet.
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      At that moment, a large creature weighing several hundred kilograms came smashing into Alex, knocking him off his feet.

      “Alex!” screamed Jenna at the top of her lungs.

      There was something about the way the Jargar now hovered over him that caused Alex to stop struggling to free himself for a brief moment. He could see the creature’s mighty jaws and cruel eyes, looking down on him and waiting to devour his flesh.

      But then something happened that Alex didn’t expect.

      “ . . . intruder . . . kill the intruders . . .”

      At first, he didn’t think anything of the words until after he’d used the strength in his legs to catapult the Jargar off his chest and into the dirt a few meters away. And yet, it was as Alex pushed to his feet that he realized just what he heard.

      Those words—they came from the Jargar’s mind. He could hear the Jargar’s thoughts!

      Stunned by that revelation, Alex faced the Jargar and he wondered what else he might hear.

      He didn’t have to wonder for long. The Jargar opened his jaws and let out an ear-piercing roar, louder than just about anything he’d ever heard. It caused all three of them to put their hands to their ears.

      It also caused Jenna to scream again.

      It was Jenna’s second scream that caused the Jargar to lose its focus on Alex. At that moment, the Jargar lunged at her, its jaws open wide and ready to shred her flesh.

      Alex lowered his shoulder and charged at the same time. He intercepted the Jargar just before it made contact, and both he and the creature went tumbling to the ground. This time at least he was the one on top of the Jargar, and Alex pulled his fists back to pummel the beast’s face. The Jargar let out a loud groan as its face was battered by Alex’s sharp jabs, disorienting it enough to swing the balance back into Alex’s favor.

      “. . . kill the intruders . . . kill now . . .”

      After hearing it for a second time, and realizing the Jargar wasn’t going to stop just because the fight was going against it, Alex reached for his pistol. He brought it up to the Jargar’s skull and fired three times.

      The Jargar’s head exploded with the plasma energy, showering both Alex and the nearby ground with a mixture of orangish blood and brains.

      Just like that, the fight was over. All the tension left the Jargar’s body, allowing Alex to roll away from it and attempt to catch his breath. He had a pain in his side, right where the Jargar came crashing out of nowhere to barrel into him but as he looked over the rest of his body, he saw none of his own blood.

      At least this time, he wouldn’t need to be patched up.

      As Alex sat up in the dirt, he found that both Ellie and Jenna were watching him with astonished curiosity. Jenna had seen him kill a Jargar before but judging by the expression on her face, she wasn’t used to seeing such raw and gritty violence displayed in front of her.

      Ellie’s reaction was definitely more pronounced than Jenna’s.

      The Vestan woman practically ran over to the Jargar, looking from the splattered brains to Alex in near total disbelief. It was the first time Alex had seen her truly speechless.

      “How did you -?” she started before shaking her head and putting her hand against her jaw. She gave him an incredulous look. “You just killed a Jargar, Alex!”

      Alex gave her an amused look. “My second Jargar, remember? I told you I killed one shortly after we landed on the planet. At least this Jargar wasn’t so hard to kill.”

      Ellie looked even more stunned. “But . . . but . . . you actually killed a Jargar! No one’s done that before, not in close combat!”

      “Alex has done it twice now,” said Jenna, a smile of pride forming on her face.

      “I didn’t think you’d actually killed a Jargar when you told me you did it,” continued Ellie. “But you really did it! Don’t you know what this means, Alex?”

      He shrugged his shoulders.

      Ellie sank down to her knees to look at him. “You’re the only man on Vesta who’s ever killed a Jargar in close combat like this. Their biggest advantage is their speed and their agility. Once they close the distance between us, we’re dead. It’s already over. My people know that and they try to kill the Jargars before they can even get close to us. But if they miss, it’s already over. No one is fast enough to counter the Jargar’s incredible speed. That is, until I watched you.”

      Ellie was looking at him with a mixture of awe and a little fear. There was something else in that expression as well, something that Alex hadn’t seen since their bath in the river.

      It looked like arousal.

      Before anything further could develop, Jenna came closer and bent down, looking at Alex’s body.

      “Did you get hurt?” Jenna asked, her hands touching all over. “I don’t see any parts of your clothing that are ripped.”

      Alex shook his head. “I’m fine, I really am. I was lucky this time. We all were.”

      At that moment, Alex remembered what he’d heard. He looked at each woman.

      “Did you both hear what the Jargar called us? It called us intruders.”

      Confusion reigned on both of their faces.

      “Alex, I didn’t hear the Jargar say anything,” said Ellie. “They can’t say anything. They just roar and growl and grunt. The only thing I heard was Jenna’s screams and the Jargar roaring. Are you saying you heard it say something?”

      Alex nodded his head quickly. “I heard something. I don’t think it was spoken out loud though. Or maybe . . .”

      “Or maybe what, Alex?” asked Jenna after a moment.

      Alex started to rub his forehead. “I feel like I heard it in here. Like I could hear what the Jargar was saying. Are you sure you didn’t hear that? It felt like it was a loud thought, like it echoed through my mind. It wanted us dead because we were intruders.”

      Jenna actually started to look a little worried. “Alex, I didn’t hear anything. What you’re describing almost sounds like you heard the Jargar’s thoughts—telepathically.”

      Alex started to nod. “That’s it. That’s what I heard. It was like an imprint on my brain.” Alex stopped for a moment to think.

      But why was he the only one that heard it?

      “Are you sure that’s what you heard and not what you thought you might have heard?” asked Ellie. “From what we know of the Jargars, they don’t have a language. And they certainly don’t communicate with humans. Are you sure you’re not . . . imagining it?”

      Alex growled at her. “I know what I heard, okay? It was plain as day. The Jargar wanted to kill us because we were intruders. There’s something about this place that it considers its home.”

      Alex looked around the campsite at that moment, wondering just what made this place so special. They were a short distance from the river, but not quite in the foothills off to the west. This rocky grotto was an excellent defensive position because they’d be able to see trouble long before it developed.

      Or so Alex had thought before the Jargar attacked them. He wondered if it had a cave or some kind of lair nearby. Perhaps this little grotto was its territory and that’s why the Jargar thought they were intruders?

      “We’re not safe here,” said Alex, looking around. “If we’re intruding on the Jargar’s territory, we need to leave this space. What’s to say another Jargar couldn’t find us here and attack again in the night?”

      Ellie nearly balked at that. “But it’s already dark, Alex. We’d never find a good place to sleep for the night if we leave now.”

      Alex was already moving. “It’s too late for that. This place is dangerous and we can’t sleep here. We need to find another spot for our own safety.”

      “But you already killed that—”

      “We’re moving,” interrupted Alex, looking at Ellie firmly. “You can stay here if you want but we’re going.”

      Ellie opened her mouth to protest but she said nothing. She looked at Jenna, almost as if she might get her way if Jenna didn’t want to move either, outvoting him.

      The only problem with that was Jenna was already packing up and preparing to move. If Alex didn’t think it was safe, that was all that Jenna needed to hear.

      With a reluctant sigh, Ellie started to pack her things, getting ready to move out.

      They trekked for almost two hours in the dark, putting some distance between them and their former campsite. Navigation wasn’t that hard in the dark, as the gas giant planet close to the star shined like a glittering moon in the night sky, providing ample light. It wasn’t until Alex found another safe spot closer to the foothills that he thought to create another camp, but they would have to do without a lean-to tonight. There just wasn’t enough time to build one.

      The two women unrolled their sleeping bags as Alex took the first watch. As Jenna prepared to lay down, Ellie came to sit next to Alex.

      “I’m sorry for being combative with you earlier,” she said. “You’re right. That old campsite is probably unsafe. It was a wise decision to move.”

      Alex gave her an encouraging smile. “The words didn’t taste so bad now that they’re out, right?”

      Ellie actually laughed. “No, I guess they don’t. And thank you. You saved all of our lives tonight. I have to admit, I’ve never seen anyone move as fast as you do. You were almost as fast as that Jargar, do you know that?”

      Alex did know that. It was the second time he’d heard it. Jenna had told him almost that exact same thing after he killed the first Jargar. For a brief moment, Alex thought about Dr. Barnes and his doubts about Alex’s species but he pushed them back down again.

      “In any event, I think I have an obligation to make sure you get to Vesta now,” continued Ellie. “You’re the only person who’s taken down a Jargar like that. You’d be an incredible asset to the city and to our defense. I wasn’t sure whether I was just going to accompany you inside the city, but I think the Council deserves to know what you did.”

      Ellie let out a deep sigh. “Even if that means an extreme punishment for breaking my exile.”

      Alex shook his head. “I don’t want you to get hurt, Ellie. Especially by the hands of your own people.”

      That was completely true. Though he hadn’t trusted her in the beginning, Ellie’s opening up to them had certainly helped the situation. Now that he knew her background, he was more inclined to trust her. And he even found, despite her aggressive sexual behavior, that he liked being around the Vestan woman.

      “We’ll figure that out when we get closer,” said Ellie, giving him a smile. “For now, I’m going to get some sleep. Goodnight, Alex.”

      She kissed his cheek before she walked away, settling down into her sleeping bag a moment later. Alex thought about tying her up to a tree or a rock like he did the previous night but something told him it wasn’t necessary anymore.

      Ellie didn’t seem like a threat to them. So he let her go to sleep with just her hands bound, which was hardly that effective anyway. She’d earned some freedom for her honesty.

      Ellie was asleep in a matter of minutes. Alex settled in to do the first watch of the night, but he was surprised when Jenna called out to him from her sleeping bag a moment later. He approached her quietly, kneeling down to look at her beautiful face from within the soft confines of the bag.

      “Hey,” said Alex with a soft whisper as soon as he was close. “Did you need something?”

      Jenna nodded. “As a matter of fact, I do.”

      With those seven words, she suddenly wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her lips to his.

      The kiss took Alex completely by surprise. It was the last thing he expected on that grueling night but he quickly got over his shock as he tasted Jenna’s lips for the first time. The softness of her lips and the taste of her mouth were twin pleasures that he always wanted to remember.

      There was a passion in that kiss, a hunger that he couldn’t fail to notice. As far as first kisses went, Jenna’s mouth seemed to promise to him the notion that there would be many more of these to come, and that they would always be passionate.

      Finally, the kiss broke, leaving Alex feeling like his pants were two sizes too tight. He couldn’t help the smile that developed on his lips as he looked down into Jenna’s green eyes.

      “What was that for?” he whispered to her.

      Jenna’s face was flushed and her eyelids were heavy but that smile was unmistakable.

      “It was the least I could do for all you’ve done for me,” she replied softly. “And if we’re being honest, I’ve wanted to do that for some time now.”

      “Me too,” said Alex, sparing a glance at her lips again.

      Jenna’s smile grew wider and she kissed him again. This one was softer without the passion she’d displayed earlier. It was a kiss of love instead of a lover’s kiss, the distinction already quite fine in comparison.

      When she pulled away, her face was even more flushed. “See you in the morning, Alex.”

      “Goodnight, Jenna. Sweet dreams.”
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      The next morning found Alex once again on watch, his body just a little sore from the previous night.

      He was also exhausted. Normally, he and Jenna split the nightly watches, with one of them taking the first half while the other took the second half. After the attack last night, Alex wanted to be the primary one watching the camp, so he relieved Jenna a few hours before dawn, wanting to be awake as the Vestan world began to stir with daylight.

      He also enjoyed these mornings, as it reminded him of his time on Earth, back in Arizona. There were few pleasures in life like watching the first rays of sun shatter the darkness of the night. It also gave him plenty of time to think, and he certainly had a lot of unanswered questions these days.

      Most of them concerned the two beautiful women sleeping a short distance away, but there were also a handful of questions about what awaited them when they arrived at Vesta. Alex was still thinking about these notions when Ellie awoke. She crawled out of her sleeping bag and took the spot next to him on a large rock.

      She joined him for a freeze-dried breakfast meal, and Alex took off the restraints around her hands so she could enjoy it.

      “I expected to find Jenna seated here this morning,” said Ellie with a sleepy smile. “Did you get any rest at all last night?”

      Alex nodded slowly. “Some but not much. I figured it was more important for me to be on guard.”

      Ellie seemed to understand that. “Did you see anything out there? Anything worth mentioning?”

      Alex shook his head. “I didn’t hear a peep last night. I also didn’t hear the Jargar until it was directly on top of us but nothing stood out to me over the night. Besides the sounds of crickets that is.”

      Ellie giggled. “Crickets. They’re not really crickets, you know that, right? Although, we have a lot of animals here that have striking similarities to those back on Earth, or so I’m told.

      “There’s a lot of similarities here with where I grew up,” said Alex. “In a way, it’s like I never left my home.”

      “But you have a new home now,” pointed out Ellie. “And you’ll soon be in Vesta. And then you won’t be able to deny being a full-fledged Vestan from that point on.”

      Ellie leaned into his shoulder. “We will have conquered you by that point.”

      Alex chuckled. “If you say so.”

      Ellie lingered too long against his shoulder before she turned her attention to the sleeping form of Jenna. Her eyes were full of curiosity when she looked back at Alex.

      “Let me ask you something,” said Ellie, lowering her voice. “Why don’t you and Jenna have sex?”

      It was the last question he expected. Alex shot Ellie an incredulous look.

      “What? Why do you even ask that?”

      Ellie smiled and shrugged. “It seems only natural. She’s your assigned partner matched for high probabilities of a connection, right?”

      “Wait, it’s not random?”

      Ellie raised an eyebrow. “Colonies spend vast sums of money, then don’t rig the partnering. As if!”

      He chuckled, amused by her playful banter. “It does make sense. Most of the landing-partner teams got along swimmingly. We didn’t at first, but we do now.”

      “So why don’t you two have sex? There’s definitely affection there. I see the way she looks at you - she’s infatuated. How do you feel about her?”

      That was a good question. How did Alex feel about Jenna? His eyes turned toward the sleeping blonde only meters away. He was certainly fond of Jenna and their relationship had come a long way since they first met. He now understood why she was so guarded, especially when it came to other men.

      And that wasn’t including the kiss last night. He definitely liked the feeling of her lips on his.

      “You’re conflicted.”

      Alex turned to look back at Ellie, who was grinning at him again.

      “You don’t need to be,” she continued. “Anyone would love to have sex with Jenna. Hell, even I want to have sex with Jenna, and I don’t even like girls that much. What’s to be so conflicted about? Do you like her?”

      “I do like her but that’s not the point,” replied Alex. “Jenna has been through a lot in her life and she moves slowly. That’s fine with me. I have skeletons in my closet too. I’m not trying to rush anything either.”

      “Skeletons like what?” pressed Ellie. “What’s the story with you two?”

      Alex shook his head. “I don’t know you well enough for that story. And I’m especially not going to tell you the details of my relationship with Jenna, physical or not.”

      Ellie gave him another toothy grin. “You don’t need to be so conservative, Alex. You’re on Vesta now.”

      “You make it sound like Vesta is a twenty-four-seven orgy, Ellie.”

      Ellie started to laugh. “Well, no, but it’s going to be a change for you. Have you ever had sex with multiple women at once?”

      Alex only stared at her. “No, I haven’t.”

      “Well, you’ll probably get to. More than a few men in Vesta do, and it’s easy when you have multiple wives. The women aren’t just a wife to you in Vesta. Polygamy comes with many perks!” She bounced her eyebrows.

      “So how come you’re not married yet?” asked Alex. “You seem a few years older than Jenna. How come you’re not married?”

      For the first time, a smile dropped from Ellie’s face.

      “I was almost married,” she admitted quietly. “I had a man, Walker, until almost a year ago. He was a good man, strong and tall, and great in bed. He died when the Jargars came. He was attacked on the road to the mining biosphere. All we found was a ruined rover with the doors torn free of the vehicle. He was never seen again. I can only hope that his death was a quick one, and knowing the Jargars, it probably was.”

      “I’m sorry, Ellie,” said Alex softly. “I wasn’t trying to bring up bad memories.”

      Ellie shook her head. “It’s fine, Alex, really. You couldn’t have known. But Walker was my man. And I shared him as well. Do you remember me telling you about my cousin, Annette? Annette is one of my best friends, and we shared Walker together. There was talk about all of us getting married together before he died, or maybe potentially waiting for a third woman to join us.

      “There’s no jealousy in Vesta for that kind of thing. At least, not anymore. When we first moved to polygamy, it faced difficulties. Still does in some corners and I respect their decision to hold out. I personally embrace it now as the Vestan way.”

      Alex took a minute to think about that statement but Ellie continued on a moment later.

      “You’ll have to get used to the idea of having multiple wives,” she said, locking eyes with him. “They’ll expect it of you when we get there. It’s the most optimal way for us to recover our sagging population, and you’ll find that most men are ecstatic about the prospect of having multiple women to be a family with. If not, expect to fuck some Womb’ans with eggs to women who detest sharing.”

      Ellie reached over and gripped his thigh. “Perhaps it might even be us together. I wouldn’t mind sharing you with Jenna if you both were willing. I still remember what I saw when we were bathing together yesterday, and I would really enjoy having a test drive with you.”

      Alex caught his breath as Ellie’s hand drifted lower, squeezing his cock under his pants. She let out a low moan as she felt the length of him.

      “It’s been way too long since I’ve had good sex,” she whispered. “And I bet you really know how to use this, don’t you? Jenna doesn’t know what she’s missing. I’d love to feel your cock slowly pushing into me, stretching out my pussy.”

      Ellie let out another husky moan as her free hand dipped under her clothes. Alex followed it silently, watching as it slid up to her breast.

      “Look what you’ve done to me,” said Ellie, pulling her shirt up. In the process, her breasts were exposed to his eyes. They were high and proud, almost as large as Jenna’s. She had small, coin-sized areolas but large, thick nipples, both of which were incredibly erect.

      She noticed his attention locked on her nipples and bit her lip. “See what you do to me? I’ve been turned on ever since yesterday. First it was watching you take off your clothes but you want to know something else? When you killed that Jargar, I was just incredibly . . . flooded. I’ve been wet ever since.” Ellie squeezed his rapidly-hardening cock again. “Oh fuck, it would feel so good to feel your cock inside me. You can make it happen right now if you just say the word.”

      Alex was losing the battle to stay in control. It had been nearly a very long time since he’d been with a woman. He was incredibly horny, and that was mostly because he spent all his waking hours looking at two gorgeous women.

      And now Ellie was offering herself to him, no questions asked. His body, particularly his cock, screamed at him to mount her and thrust home.

      And yet, he just couldn’t.

      His eyes centered on the sleeping form of Jenna. What would Jenna say if she caught him fucking Ellie? Despite the fact that Jenna had some attraction to Ellie, Alex didn’t think that gave him permission to fuck her.

      Alex removed Ellie’s hand from his cock and put it back on her thigh. He took a deep breath, looking into Ellie’s now questioning eyes.

      “We can’t,” said Alex as he jerked his head toward Jenna. “Not until I know how she feels. There’s too many questions there, and I don’t want to hurt her.”

      “Then let’s invite her into it,” suggested Ellie, like it was the most natural course in the world. “Then she has no reason to be jealous.”

      Alex chuckled. “You forget that we’re not from here.”

      “What better way to get you acclimated?” said Ellie. “Besides, I’ve seen how she looks at me. I think the three of us could have a lot of fun together.”

      “Maybe so,” said Alex. “But that’s something I need to figure out with Jenna first. I owe it to her.”

      Ellie didn’t look too happy at first but a few moments later, she barely seemed phased by his decision.

      “I understand in a strange kind of way,” she admitted. “You’ve been with Jenna longer, even if it’s moving slow. She gets first dibs, right?”

      “You’re saying all of this with the assumption that I want to be with you as well,” said an amused Alex. “What gives you that confidence?”

      Ellie started to grin at him. “You’re the catch of a god damned century. There’s no way I’m going to let one of those hussies convert you to their ways. You’re one of the good ones, I know it. And I’m just assuming that once you take me for a test drive, you’ll be ready to make a full purchase. I’m a giver in the bedroom, and from what I’ve seen of you, I think we would get along famously.”

      Alex gestured to the rope that had so recently bound her hands. “Even if I don’t fully trust you yet?”

      Ellie shrugged. “Trust is earned, I understand that. Are you coming around at all? Are you ready to let my hands be free for most of the day?”

      Alex shook his head. “I don’t think you have any bad intentions toward us. And I do mostly believe that you’re really Eleanor Vesta. However, until I’m completely sure of your identity, I’m going to keep your hands bound. I didn’t get to this age by being stupid. Even when a pair of soft hands start caressing my cock.”

      Ellie beamed with a smile. “You can’t blame me, right? It’s such a nice cock.”

      Even Alex had to laugh at that. “You’re something else, Ellie. Do you know that?”

      “Oh, I do. And you’ll find out someday, I hope,” said Ellie as she stood up. She gestured for him to do the same, and then surprisingly, she wrapped her arms around him and gave him a tight hug.

      What an odd situation he now found himself in.
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      Alex’s head was still full of questions as they resumed their trek toward Vesta that morning. Like the previous mornings, Jenna had taken the lead while Alex watched the rear, moving quickly across the arid landscape of the planet while keeping the river to their right. Ellie moved between them, not so much as their prisoner but as an extra pair of eyes, also scanning for any potential threats.

      Alex couldn’t help but wonder about each woman as they walked. Jenna seemed to be the easiest to understand, and he was honestly pleased about where their relationship was going. She was very pleasant this morning when she woke up, sitting down next to him to eat her breakfast while making small talk. She kept finding reasons to touch him casually—a behavior that was definitely noticed the more she did it.

      What was even better was the shy glances that she kept giving him every time their eyes met. There was an entire conversation in those glances, even without any words being exchanged.

      “I really liked that kiss we had last night, Alex.”

      “Me too, Jenna.”

      “Do it again really soon?”

      “Of course, I’d love to.”

      Figuring out Jenna seemed to be the easy part now that he knew about her backstory. With Ellie, everything seemed to scream sex. From her stunning body to the way her hands were so quick to grab his cock, Ellie was built for fucking, and she seemed to have no hesitation in reminding him of what was possible.

      Ellie would most definitely be called an Oxy by his comrades back in the Bastards Battalion. Alex remembered how that particular nickname came about. Oxy was shorthand for an oxygen pump, the kind that supplied breathable air to the Orbital Ring around Earth. It operated by using salt water (pumped up from the ocean) and removing the oxygen from the compound. The pump that made it all possible was nothing short of an engineering marvel.

      It worked in the dirtiest of conditions, and even if one of the valves got clogged, the other valves would pick up the slack, still pumping through the same amount of pure oxygen.

      Some even said that it performed better when one or two of the valves were clogged.

      Of course, it was only a matter of time until comparisons were made between the pump and some of the women that made their rounds on the Orbital Ring.

      “Get yourself a woman like an Oxy,” said some of the guys. “The dirtier she gets, the harder she works. Even when one or two holes are plugged, she still works just as hard, showing the same enthusiasm. You find a woman like Oxy and you marry that girl ASAP.”

      It was a crude comparison but one that was apt when describing Ellie. Alex’s comrades from the battalion would definitely call her an ‘Oxy’.

      In a way, they seemed right about that. Ellie was making no illusions that if Alex invited her into his bed, he would have a great time.

      The only problem with that was how Jenna would take it. Though there was some attraction there, Alex didn’t want to make any moves if it meant hurting Jenna. There was still a conversation that needed to be had, and now was hardly the best time.

      At least today they would receive the best news since being on the Racine.

      Today was the day they would bump into a Vestan Defense Force patrol.

      It all started when Jenna noticed a cloud of dust on the northern horizon barely a kilometre from their position. She gave the signal to halt and they all hit the dirt, waiting to see the object that was getting steadily closer. Judging by its size, it was quite large, and as it neared their position, Alex could see big wheels that propelled what looked like an armored personnel carrier back on Earth.

      Alex and Jenna were both content to stay on the ground observing the vehicle but it was Ellie who saw what was coming and immediately pushed to her feet, waving her arms in the air from side to side.

      “Ellie, what are you doing?” hissed Alex.

      “It’s okay, it’s only the VDF,” explained Ellie, like that acronym should mean something to him. When the confusion didn’t leave his face, Ellie explained what it stood for.

      “That stands for Vestan Defense Force, Alex. It’s the group that watches over the colony, and them finding us right now is a very good thing. They can give us a ride to the city.”

      That seemed to settle the issue for now, but Alex was still cautious as Ellie flagged down the APC (a vehicle that Alex would later learn was called a crawler due to its all-terrain capability).

      “Alex, what should we do?” asked Jenna a short distance away as the crawler moved ever closer.

      “Not much we can do right now,” replied Alex. “Hopefully Ellie is right about this and they won’t treat us as hostiles.”

      The answer wasn’t that reassuring to Jenna but she kept her position and waited for the crawler to stop a short distance away while Ellie closed the distance between them.

      Finally, Alex received a signal that gave him some relief. Two Vestans that were operating the crawler came out from the inside upon seeing Ellie, and both of them embraced her with a warm hug.

      It was that gesture that made Alex push up from the ground and approach them cautiously, with Jenna following just behind him. They found Ellie already engaged in familiar conversation with the two Vestans—a man and a woman.

      The man was not very tall, being about the same height as Jenna. He had friendly brown eyes and a red-tinged goatee that was in need of a trim. He was dressed in the latest military fashion, wearing black-colored boots and a gray uniform that was covered by a piece of black body armor over the torso. Another black helmet covered his head. He was carrying a pulse rifle in one hand, and he seemed to be evaluating just how much of a threat Alex was by the way he was pointing it in Alex’s direction.

      The woman was similarly dressed as the man. The only distinction in her uniform was that her armor had extra space so it wasn’t so tight across her chest, due to her breasts. She was very plain-looking, with hazel eyes and just a hint of light brown hair that peaked out from under her helmet.

      Of course, Ellie wasted no time in offering introductions.

      “Dave and Carla, these are two of the recently-arrived colonists from Earth,” said Ellie, pointing at Alex. “This is Alex Hawthorne and the woman behind him is Jenna Whitaker.”

      Ellie looked to look directly at Alex. “Dave and Carla are some of my oldest friends in Vesta. It’s very good for us that they found us and not anyone else.”

      “Extremely lucky indeed,” said Carla as she gave Ellie a wary expression. “We weren’t sure if we’d ever see you again, Ellie. How’ve you been out here? We were all worried about you but none of us were allowed to look for you, as you might guess.”

      Ellie nodded. “No doubt thanks to the Vestan Council,” she said, spitting out the last words like it was some foul-tasting water. “I’ve been all right, mostly thanks to Alex and Jenna. I ran out of food not long ago and they’ve been kind enough to share their supply with me. By the way, how has the city been since I’ve been gone?”

      “Terrible,” said Dave, rolling his eyes. “Belladonna is in rare form right now. Even since you were exiled, she’s been on a power trip, backed by Cassara of course. We still have two open slots on the Council, yours and Bradley’s. Belladonna is in no hurry to fill them because she and Cassara can outvote Annette all day long. They’ve been ramming through provisions they’ve been talking about for years due to the lack of opposition. It’s madness, Ellie. This can’t be allowed to continue.”

      Ellie started to shake her head. “What else can you do though? Those two will be the death of the colony.”

      “To say the least,” muttered Dave as he turned his attention to Alex. “So you’ve come from Earth then? We’ve been picking up other new arrivals for the past three days. We heard all about your ship exploding.”

      “Have there been many survivors?” asked Alex. “A rogue group tried to take over the Racine and we were forced to intervene. A fight broke out, which was the direct cause of the ship’s destruction, but we managed to get all the colonists into escape pods. How many of them have you received?”

      “Nearly all of them from what I’ve heard,” replied Dave. “A good portion of the pods have already landed near the city, and we’ve been welcoming the newcomers. There’s still a good portion scattered around the planet that we’re trying to rescue. We only noticed your group this morning and that’s what prompted us to come out to meet you.”

      “You’ll take us to the city then?” asked Jenna.

      Dave grinned and nodded. “Of course! Can’t leave you out here in the middle of nowhere. There are Jargars out here. Deadly creatures if you ever see them—”

      “Trust me, we’ve had our fair share of experience with them already,” replied Ellie before pointing at Alex. “Alex killed one last night that attacked our camp. From what they’ve told me, he also killed another one shortly after their pod landed on the planet.”

      Dave balked like Ellie just told him Alex had walked on water.

      “A Jargar? No fucking way. Are you sure it wasn’t something else?”

      “I saw it, Dave,” replied Ellie. “And Alex took it down. I’ve never seen anything like it before but if he can survive it, I figured it was imperative that we get him to Vesta as soon as possible. He’s the only person who’s ever killed one in close combat before. He could definitely be useful to the VDF.”

      “That’s very impressive,” said Carla, looking Alex up and down like he was some kind of steak. “I’m already starting to like these new colonists.”

      “How soon can you get us back to Vesta?” asked Ellie.

      Dave gave her a pained look. “We can be back in less than an hour at the crawler’s pace. But what about you, Ellie? Are you sure it’s wise to go back to the city? You know the consequences of what might happen. You could be killed for coming back.”

      Ellie crossed her arms in front of her chest. “It’s incredibly important that I make sure Alex gets there. At the end of the day, this is still my family’s colony. I care about the well-being of Vesta, and now that we have someone who can kill the Jargars, I think that’s worth the risk of ensuring he gets back to Vesta, don’t you?”

      Both Dave and Carla gave each other a look. It was one that spoke of uncertainty, and Alex found that even Ellie was holding her breath awaiting their decision.

      Finally, they relented and looked back at the trio.

      “Fine, we’ll take all three of you to Vesta,” said Dave. “At least for Ellie’s sake, I hope your luck continues to hold. You’re going to need it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 31

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a surreal experience climbing inside the VDF crawler. The space inside was pretty tight, as Alex found out when he almost smashed his head against the metal frame.

      “Careful with that,” said Dave, seeing Alex duck at the last second. “More than a few guys have smashed their heads open on that edge. You don’t want to be the next one.”

      Inside the crawler were two rows of seats on either side. The front two seats were for the driver and the spotter, positions filled by Dave and Carla. Carla was the one doing the driving today while Dave took up the spotter position. Alex found himself sitting just behind Dave while Ellie went to Carla’s side. To no one’s surprise, Jenna placed herself right next to Alex.

      “You’re going to be somewhat of a celebrity once we get to Vesta,” said Dave to Alex, once the crawler was moving forward.

      “Why’s that?” asked Alex.

      Dave grinned at him. “You’re aware that women outnumber men in Vesta by five to one, right? A good-looking guy like yourself will cause a commotion. Not to mention, if you’ve really killed two Jargars, they are really going to be focused on you.” He snickered out a tease with a long headshake, “You better start taking your vitamins once we reach the city. Trust me, you’re going to need them.”

      Alex shot a nervous glance at Jenna, who was hanging onto every word coming out of Dave’s mouth. And she didn’t look too pleased about it.

      “By the way, do you have any combat experience?” asked Dave.

      Alex nodded. “I spent a good portion of the last two decades fighting in the Orbital Wars. You can say that soldiering is what I know best.”

      Dave grinned at him. “We’ve heard a little bit about those Orbital Wars here on Vesta. If you really know how to be a soldier, you should think about a career with the VDF. We’re down to less than fifty of us now, out of a colony population of... well, it’s growing.”

      “What did it used to be?” asked Alex.

      Dave let out a low whistle. “At our peak? A whole lot more. That came shortly after the Jargars attacked but our numbers have dwindled since then. Too many of us have died, most of them near the mining biosphere. That seems to be where the worst of the attacks happened.”

      “In any event, I’m sure Commander Rooney will be happy to see all the newly-arriving colonists,” continued Dave. “He’s the leader of the VDF by the way. He wanted some of the toughest men available to come to Vesta to fill out the ranks again. That’s why he wasn’t disturbed that all of you were convicts. He thought you’d at least know how to fight and hold your own when the shit hit the fan.”

      “That’s the case with a good majority of the male colonists coming here,” said Alex. “But some are a little too far gone, if you get what I’m saying. They were convicts for a good reason.”

      Alex’s mind turned to Serrano at that moment. He wondered if the man had survived the Racine disaster and whether or not he might already be in the Vestan city.

      Dave only shrugged. “Not like your life expectancy is that long here anyway, especially for men. I hope you didn’t think this was some kind of resort colony you were coming to. We need all the help we can get.”

      Truthfully, it was what Alex was coming to expect from Vesta. He had the nagging suspicion that the crew of the Racine weren’t being totally forthcoming about the situation on Vesta, and his first week on the planet had shown him just how deadly things could be.

      For Alex, it was a moment of truth. It was an admission that his life could be on the line. In a way, it was like being back in the Orbital Wars, where death could have found him at any second.

      But for someone like Jenna, it was truly a frightening prospect. Alex felt her hand creep into his a moment later. Alex squeezed it for good measure, as if to reassure her that it was going to be okay.

      Although, he didn’t really know if it would be.

      The crawler sped closer to Vesta. They were traveling at a pretty fast speed over the Vestan landscape, something that made Alex curious about the name.

      “So Dave, why are these things called crawlers? We’re going pretty fast, aren’t we? Certainly nowhere near crawling.”

      Dave gave him a sly grin. “You haven’t seen all the things these bad boys can do. They are all-terrain vehicles, so they’ll go over both land and water. The bottom is waterproof and there’s a separate compartment that opens up that allows both a rudder and motor to propel you in the water. But that’s not what designated them as crawlers. This is.”

      Dave pressed a button on the dashboard and the entire crawler started to shake. Alex watched out the window of the vehicle as metal “legs” pushed out from the front, rear, and sides. Those legs were already moving as they were lowered and quite suddenly, the entire crawler was lifted off the wheels and into the air as the legs became the primary surface touching the ground.

      Quite literally, the crawler turned from an APC to a mechanical spider, able to dash across the terrain at nearly the same speed as the wheels could turn.

      “This comes in handy when we go into the foothills or the mountains,” explained Dave as Alex gaped at the dashing legs beneath them. “It climbs so well that you can go up nearly a vertical cliff without any trouble. Just need to buckle in tight.”

      Dave pushed the button again, making the legs start to retract. A few moments later, the crawler rocked as the wheels hit the dirt and the legs pulled back inside.

      Dave grinned at him. “Cool, right?”

      Alex was in awe. “Really fucking cool.”
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      All it took was about another twenty minutes before Carla announced that the crawler was coming up on the Vestan city.

      Both Alex and Jenna placed their noses against the windows, eager to get their first view of their new home.

      The view definitely didn’t disappoint.

      The first thing that Alex saw was a giant dome growing on the horizon. Giant might have been a bit of an understatement. The dome was nearly the size of a stadium back on Earth, and certainly as high. What was even more impressive was that it was completely see-through, and Alex could start to make out the tops of trees that were touching close to the roof.

      “Impressive, isn’t it?”

      Alex turned to look at Ellie, finding her grinning at him. “What you’re looking at is the first biosphere my grandfather built. It’s also the biggest one we have. The dome is made of a polymer that combines glass and plastic together. It’s quite strong but it allows it to be transparent. That way, we can still get the benefits of the natural sunshine without being truly outside. The rest of the biospheres are constructed in a similar way.”

      That was certainly true as they got even closer. Alex could now spy as many as nine different biospheres surrounding the big one in the center. All of them shared the same transparent roof but some were done in different styles. One of them was made in a bubble-type fashion, where the polymer was only visible in round bubbles as it spread out from the dome. Some of the smaller ones were set up in hexagon format, looking like out-of-place igloos on the arid surface.

      Every biosphere was connected to each other by a long tube that ran parallel to the ground. In that way, it was possible to go from one end of the Vestan city to the other without ever going outside, just following the tubes as they led from biosphere to biosphere.

      Outside of those covered walkways were various other pieces sticking out of the Vestan soil. Alex spotted rows and rows of solar panels for power, smaller vehicles hauling large loads between the biospheres, and even a security system, consisting of large cameras attached to poles sticking out of the ground.

      Around the perimeter of the entire city was a very simple wall, made out of a thick carbon-fiber polymer. It was only about a meter high, and it was the first thing that Alex saw that made him somewhat confused.

      In terms of protection, it offered very little. That wall wasn’t going to stop anything from getting into the secure perimeter of the city. Not a human, and certainly not a Jargar.

      “Why is the wall so . . . basic?” Alex asked Ellie. “It doesn’t seem like much of a deterrent.”

      Ellie shook her head. “It wasn’t meant to be. Before the Jargars came, there were no threats to the colony so a wall wasn’t needed. So far, the Jargars haven’t been able to get inside the biospheres, and they don’t usually come inside our city perimeter anyway. Strengthening the wall hasn’t been a priority.”

      “They can absolutely get into those biospheres if they wanted to,” warned Alex, thinking about how that first Jargar clawed its way into his escape pod. “That wall should be strengthened, especially before we start getting attacks inside the city.”

      Ellie smiled at him. “Maybe that can be one of the first projects you take up? Especially if you find yourself with the VDF.”

      Alex said nothing to that. He was a little annoyed by the lack of urgency or seriousness that Ellie took his proposal. If the colony had really lost such a huge amount of people, why were they not taking their defenses more seriously?

      Either they didn’t know what to do or they didn’t care. Alex wasn’t sure which one was worse.

      They arrived at the main gate to the city, where the crawler came to an abrupt stop. Dave had already made the announcement alerting the rest of the VDF to their arrival, alongside the fact that they had two more arriving colonists with them, as well as a special guest.

      Looking back, it wasn’t a surprise to Alex that they received such an important host upon their arrival, especially once they heard about Ellie being with them.

      As they exited the crawler, Alex saw a woman waiting for them, her hands on her hips, and her expression one that told him she wasn’t happy about their arrival. She was an attractive woman though. Alex guessed she was probably around her late twenties in age. She had incredibly long red hair, the kind that fell to her butt. She had a pale complexion and very pink lips, as well as a sprinkling of freckles across her nose and cheeks.

      The woman took one look at Alex and Jenna and actually smiled at them. She extended her hand.

      “Welcome to Vesta,” she said in a sweet, feminine voice. “I’m Annette Moore. I sit on the Vestan Council.”

      “Nice to meet you, Annette,” said Alex, shaking her hand. “My name is Alex Hawthorne and this is my landing-partner, Jenna Whitaker. We came to Vesta aboard the Racine.”

      “We’re very glad to find you both alive and well,” said Annette, never losing the smile on her face. “We’ve been worried with how long you’ve been out in the wilderness. We found the first pods five days ago and rescue efforts have been underway to get most of the survivors but we thought we had all of them. So finding both of you after all this time is nothing short of miraculous.”

      “And they have quite a few stories to tell,” said the voice of Ellie, now closing the distance between them. “These two are responsible for the death of two Jargars.”

      Annette’s mouth dropped open. “Two… two Jargars in the wilds, you said?”

      Ellie nodded. “We have much to talk about, cousin. It’s good to see you again.”

      Annette pursed her lips. “I wish I could say the same, Ellie. You shouldn’t have come back here. Belladonna and Cassara will be livid.”

      “Let them be livid,” said Ellie before she gestured to Alex. “It was important that I brought him back. He’ll change everything.”

      Annette didn’t look too pleased. Her eyes kept drifting to Alex and Jenna and then back to her cousin. Finally, she started to wrinkle her nose.

      “Please don’t take this the wrong way, but all of you need showers,” she said politely. She turned to look at Dave. “Dave, would you be so kind as to escort them to the showers? I’ll arrange a detail to pick them up when they’re done.”

      “Of course,” said Dave, gesturing to them to follow him.

      Ellie almost went with them but Annette grabbed her arm. “Hold on. You and I need to talk before anything else happens.”

      Alex was tempted to wait behind for Ellie but he could see they weren’t about to have a short conversation. Reluctantly, he and Jenna followed Dave into the first biosphere off the entrance. Dave wound them around two corners before opening up the door to the showers.

      It was as Alex and Jenna entered the showers that they both stopped in their tracks. Jenna even gasped.

      “You can’t expect us to shower here!” she exclaimed.
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      It didn’t take long for Alex to figure out why Jenna was so upset as they arrived in the shower unit. In fact, Dave had no sooner let them into the unit than they were all greeted by the sight of one extremely naked man surrounded by two equally naked women. The two women were pumping his shaft in a half-hearted manner while they were licking their fingers.

      It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out what the throuple had been doing just before they arrived.

      Surprisingly enough, Dave didn’t recoil at the sight. He simply raised his hand to wave at the shower-dwellers.

      “Oh, hey Brian, Stacy, and Libby,” he said casually before gesturing to Alex and Jenna. “I have some more newcomers here today, and they need showers.”

      “Perfect timing, we just finished up,” said Brian as he milked his shaft and then turned off the water. He grinned at Alex and nodded his head. “Welcome to Vesta! I’m sure you’re going to love it here.”

      Alex couldn’t help but chuckle. “Thanks, it gets more interesting here by the minute.”

      Jenna still hadn’t turned to look back as she was averting her eyes while Brian, Stacy, and Libby all walked out of the shower stall completely nude. What was even more, they seemed to have no modesty or qualms about anyone else, especially someone they didn’t know, seeing them in the buff.

      “Well, the shower is all yours,” said Dave, pointing inside. “Just press the dispenser for body wash and turn the knob all the way to hot. The towels will be right outside here.”

      That was the moment that Alex figured out he was expected to shower with Jenna. Apparently, she figured it out at the same time too.

      “Wait, wait a second,” sputtered Jenna as she looked at Alex and then back at Dave. “We don’t get separate stalls?”

      Dave gave her an odd look. “Why would you need separate stalls?”

      She gave Alex a pleading look as if to ask for silent help.

      “I think what she means is that we typically don’t take showers together back on Earth,” said Alex. “We take them separately.”

      Dave started to laugh. “You Earthlings have some weird customs. We don’t do that here on Vesta.” Dave leaned in a little closer to Alex. “I’m sure you saw what Brian likes to do with his wives while they’re in here. He’s not the only one.”

      “Yeah, but Alex and I aren’t exactly—” started Jenna before she was cut off by Dave.

      “It’s fine, you’re Vestans now!” said Dave as he made to leave. “The towels will be out here when you’re done. Just relax. I’m sure you two need to ‘lessen the tension’ anyway, right? It’s been a long journey from Earth!”

      With one last good-natured laugh, Dave left them alone in the shower stall.

      Right from the start there was a little bit of tension, especially as Jenna looked at him.

      “Can you believe what we just saw?” she said, laughing a little. “Alex, they were having sex in here! What’s going on with this colony?”

      “It’s all about the reproduction numbers. It’s not some odd scenario they have a couple sized shower. It’s super…. We should expect more of this because we’re cattle. The fun kind apparently,” said Alex, chuckling. “I’m sure we’re not the first ones to notice their customs, especially of the new arrivals. But I do think they intend for us to shower here together.”

      Jenna bit her lip and looked at the shower head, which was still dripping with water. “I guess they do,” she said reluctantly.

      “Listen, I can wait just around the corner,” said Alex. “I don’t want you to be uncomfortable here. This way, you’ll have your privacy and I can just shower when you’re done. Deal?”

      Jenna didn’t answer right away. She kept looking toward the stall and back at Alex as if some great internal battle was going on inside her head. Finally, Jenna said something that shocked him completely.

      “I mean, I guess I’m your landing-partner, right?” she said with a shy, yet sexy smile. “You are supposed to see me naked eventually.”

      There was something about the way she said it that caused him to get hard instantly. Perhaps it was coupled with the idea of seeing her strip off her clothes that did it as well.

      Either way, Alex wasn’t going to try to talk her out of it.

      “Whatever you’re comfortable with,” he said. “I’m not going to pressure you either way.”

      She smiled and hugged him. “I know you won’t. That’s what I like you about, Alex. And truthfully, I don’t think I’d do this with anyone else but you. So let’s just get this over with, okay?”

      Alex tried not to think about the fact that the woman hugging him would soon be stark naked but it was a futile effort. Instead, he tried to focus on getting this done with the least amount of embarrassment possible for both of them.

      Embarrassment. You’re thirty-eight years old and you’re embarrassed about showering with a woman. Seriously?

      Shaking the thought from his head, Alex moved to one of the benches just outside the stall and began to get undressed. He was dirtier than he realized, especially as most of the clothes came off. The brief cleanliness they achieved with the river two days ago had long since worn off, and more than anything, Alex saw dust and dirt caked to his skin due to the arid environment of Vesta.

      Just next to him, Jenna hadn’t started to undress yet but when he turned to face her, she was watching him with heavy interest as he stripped down. At that moment, it wasn’t hard for him to remember Ellie’s statement about Jenna being infatuated with him.

      It actually made him less embarrassed to know he had her interest.

      Finally, Alex removed the last piece of clothing—his boxer briefs. In the process, Jenna got her first close-up view of his body, and her eyes locked on his lower half with the intensity of a laser.

      Alex tried to resist a smile but it happened anyway as he strode toward the shower head and turned it on. After all this time in the wilds of Vesta, he forgot how amazing it felt to have a hot shower. For several long moments, he closed his eyes, reveling in the feeling of the pressure of water against his bare skin. He pressed the button to get a little body wash, wasting no time in lathering himself up either.

      It was as he was doing this he felt the brush of bare skin against his shoulder. Alex opened his eyes to see that Jenna had finally joined him in the shower.

      And it took every molecule of his being not to stare at her beautiful and flawless body.

      Alex could not have designed a better or more attractive woman if he tried.

      Jenna’s complexion was smooth with just the right amount of color to it. Her body was lean, with noticeable lines down her stomach where he could see the ends of her ribs as well as the crease of her abdominals. Jenna had two small freckles on the left side of her torso, right near her rib cage. She had an innie belly button and hips that flared out from her tight stomach in a most attractive and feminine way.

      Moving up from her stomach were two incredibly large breasts, standing both high and proud on her chest. They were just the right size for her body—not too large in the cartoon sense but not small either. Her areolas were the same shade of pink as her lips and her nipples were just a little thicker than pencil erasers.

      More than anything, Alex felt the urge to reach forward and give them a squeeze.

      Moving upward, Jenna’s body had clearly defined shoulders and pronounced collar bones. She had a long neck that just begged for attention. Taking his eyes off her upper half, Alex moved down her tight tummy once more until he settled on the small, blonde patch of hair just above her sex. Just under it, he could make out the vaguest hint of her other lips, but they were mostly obscured by her slender but strong thighs.

      In short, Jenna was near perfection in feminine form and it was hard for him not to stare, something that she noticed right away.

      “Alex!” she said finally, earning his attention.

      He blinked several times and then stopped staring, turning away from her. “Sorry, Jenna.”

      She giggled loudly until they met eyes again. “I called your name three times. What were you thinking about?”

      “Honestly? You don’t even want to know.”

      Jenna’s eyes flickered to his waist. “Actually, I think I do know.”

      She pointed down, only to find that his cock was now pointing to the ceiling. Alex pivoted his body so that it wasn’t so prominent but Jenna couldn’t help but laugh. At least she wasn’t attempting to avert her eyes like when the other Vestans were in here.

      “You don’t have anything to be ashamed about, trust me,” she said as she began to lather the body wash onto her skin.

      “I could definitely say the same thing for you,” replied Alex. “Seriously, Jenna, you’re incredible.”

      He wasn’t sure if the red that appeared on her cheeks was the result of his compliment or from the heat of the shower. Either way, he liked the look on her.

      “This is so weird, isn’t it?” she asked a moment later, once they’d both gotten used to seeing each other nude.

      “It’s a little weird,” said Alex. “But honestly, I don’t hate it. Far from it.”

      “Yeah, me neither,” said Jenna with a smile. Her eyes flickered down to his manhood one more time. “Is that really because of me?”

      “Well, it’s certainly not from Dave,” joked Alex, causing Jenna to nearly snort with laughter.

      “Every day, I’m more thankful that we were put together,” she said, leaning forward to kiss him on the cheek. “And honestly, you’re the first man who’s ever seen me like this and didn’t have anything negative to say.”

      “I don’t understand how that’s even possible. It doesn’t make any sense, Jenna.”

      She shrugged, clearly not too upset about it. “I don’t even care anymore. What matters is how you feel. And judging by what your body did, you feel pretty good.”

      Alex chuckled. “I couldn’t agree more.”

      Finally, she spoke again. “What are you going to do with that? I mean, are you going to . . . take care of it?”

      “I guess I have to,” said Alex. “I can’t exactly go out with this thing. I’ll be pointing the way everywhere I go.”

      A laugh escaped her lips before she clapped her hand over her mouth. “Sorry, that’s just too funny. The visual it gave me, that is.”

      “Glad I can be of service,” replied Alex. “I guess I should take care of this.”

      “Wait,” said Jenna quickly. “What if . . . umm, what if I . . .”

      He raised an eyebrow. “What if you what?”

      Jenna’s cheeks flushed as she made eye contact. “What if I help you with that?”

      All of a sudden, Alex’s day got a lot more interesting.

      “What did you have in mind?” he asked quietly.

      Jenna gulped and moved closer to him. He watched as her hand reached out from her body, moving in slow motion toward his cock.

      His manhood pulsed as her soft hand wrapped around it. Jenna let out a moan in the process.

      “Is this okay?” she whispered.

      “Better than okay,” replied Alex. “It’s fucking incredible.”

      Jenna giggled and then started to move her hand up and down. Her pace was slow at first, just exploring and getting a feel for his body but it quickly ramped up in intensity. Soon, they were both breathing heavily as she worked his member, and Alex was bucking his hips in response.

      “Feels good,” said Jenna with a moan, leaving him wondering if it was a question or a statement. Alex started to nod.

      “Feels so good,” he grunted.

      “Yes, it does,” whispered Jenna.

      As her hand continued to move, he couldn’t help but focus on her body. Her tits were so close that he could reach out to touch them, and her nipples were still achingly stiff. Alex couldn’t help himself, reaching out to touch them moments later, causing Jenna to moan.

      “Touch my tits,” she whispered as she stroked him. “My nipples please.”

      He did as she asked, pinching her nipples while Jenna moved faster. It was an incredibly erotic moment, and one that wasn’t bound to last for much longer. He leaned down while she leaned up and their lips entwined. One of his hands gripped her ass, picking her up just a bit while the other fondled her boob.

      Since Jenna was super into it, and she kept stroking, he let her dictate their actions for this time. Over the next five to ten minutes, he wanted to dominate her, but instead, took their first encounter slow. She really liked jerking his big cock in her hand and he got off on her enjoying it.

      Finally, when she switched arms a bit later, it hit the right spot.

      “Going to cum,” he warned at the last possible second.

      Jenna’s hand kept moving at the same pace, sending his seed flying out, coating her lower stomach as well as her hand.

      “Oh, wow,” whispered Jenna as her pace slowed, his cum drenching her fingers. “So much.”

      “You really had me worked up,” said Alex, after taking a few deep breaths.

      She smiled at him. “Is it better now?”

      “Yeah, a lot better. Although I feel like I need to wash again”

      Jenna held up her hand, which was still covered in his seed. “Me too.”

      They continued to wash themselves for several more minutes, even to the point where they couldn’t stop smiling at each other about what they just did. By the time the water turned off, he felt much closer to her than he was before, and he was even looking forward to the prospect of future showers with his landing-partner.

      Alex was the first to grab a towel from the main room, and he brought one back for Jenna so she wouldn’t have to be seen by anyone else. Once they were dried off, they found a neat stack of clothing waiting for them on one of the benches.

      “I guess these are our new clothes,” said Alex, picking up the fabric and looking at it. The pants were gray polyester with room for many different pockets. The shirt was scarlet in color and across the chest was blazoned the name of Vesta. There were also small clothes as well—underwear for both of them along with a simple bra for Jenna. Alex put his dirty clothes to the side for now, but he did attach his knife back to his waist just out of habit.

      The clothing fit just right and as soon as they emerged from the showers, they found Dave waiting for them outside.

      “Much better now,” said Dave, gesturing to their new outfits. “What you’re wearing now is about as basic as it gets. Most of the new colonists don’t have much in the way of clothing, but you’ll find that those pants and shirts are in ample supply. Eventually you’ll be able to purchase new things whenever we get a trading ship from another colony, but for now, it won’t be hard to tell who’s a new colonist and who isn’t.”

      That was definitely true. During the next moment, Alex watched as a group of new colonists in the same uniform as himself. They casually strolled by, being led across the grounds toward another biosphere. Of the group of twenty, there were a few faces he recognized from the Racine, and he was happy to know that they’d survived.

      At the end of the group was one face that Alex wasn’t happy to see. Bringing up the rear was none other than Lucius Serrano, looking smug and arrogant like the last time Alex saw him.

      For a brief moment, their eyes locked. Alex felt the rage building inside him—the same rage that had consumed his body when they were locked in deadly combat on the Racine.

      Before he knew it, Alex was advancing forward and closing the distance. Pulling his fist back, he launched into a full run at Serrano as the other man did the same thing.

      “Alex!” yelled Jenna. “No!”
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      Alex barely heard Jenna’s futile protests. He was already moving too quickly, ready to deliver the full force of his body against his foe.

      When the two men finally collided, the sound was like a thunderclap.

      Alex’s first punch landed right against Serrano’s jaw. The force of the momentum knocked the man off his feet, but Serrano was smart enough to grab onto Alex’s body, pulling him with him. They collided into the ground, causing the other nearby colonists to stop what they were doing and to gather around the two sparring men.

      Serrano got his first blow in once they were on the ground. Alex’s jaw exploded with pain as it took one and then two heavy thrusts before he was able to roll to the side. Serrano followed him, aiming another punch before Alex struck first.

      That next blow drew blood. Specks of it dripped from Serrano’s grizzled jaw. The temporary lull earned by the heavy blow allowed Alex to draw his knife from belt and he attempted to slide it between them, wanting to gut Serrano for what he did.

      Serrano grabbed Alex’s hand and smashed it against the ground several times until his grip was weakened. The next thing that happened was someone snatched Alex’s knife from his hand while other men surrounded them, trying to pull them apart.

      The problem was they just weren’t strong enough. The hatred between the two men ran so deep that it was going to take an act of god to separate them. Even without his knife, Alex launched into another attack, pummeling Serrano’s face several times and forcing the man off of him.

      As Serrano fell back, Alex moved on top of him. He grabbed Serrano by his collar and smashed his fist into his face repeatedly. The light went out of Serrano’s eyes, and Alex hoped to land a killing blow in the next mighty punch.

      It never came.

      What came instead was a small pinch against Alex’s back. In the next moment, he felt a surge of energy batter his body, forcing him to disengage and attempt to crawl away. The pain only intensified until Alex felt like he was ready to throw up, and then it stopped briefly only to resume in momentary intervals.

      By the time it stopped for good, Alex felt like he’d been beaten with a sledgehammer.

      Before he could even catch his bearing, he heard the sound of two feet walking toward him and stopping directly next to him.

      “I don’t know what the hell you think you’re doing in my city, but any further behavior like that will see you exiled swiftly.”

      The voice was feminine but it was entirely lacking in anything resembling warmth. With the last bit of energy in his body, Alex craned his head upward to see who’d uttered the words.

      What he saw first was a cruel pair of brown eyes. They were capped with arching and very disapproving eyebrows. Just below them were pointed and pursed lips, no doubt willing to unleash another tongue-lashing if the situation called for it.

      Her features were cruel and hard but they weren’t exactly ugly. She had jet black, glossy hair that came just to her shoulders. She had a pleasing, womanly figure but the lack of warmth in her body language told Alex she was someone that thought she was very important.

      “Who . . . are you?” he croaked at the woman.

      She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “I’m Belladonna Worthington. I’m the chairwoman of the Vestan Council, and what you were just doing was breaking our law. Who gave you the right to attack this man?”

      Alex tried to push up to his knees but found his strength still weak. At that moment, he saw someone rushing toward him.

      It was Jenna. She fell to her knees to support him, helping to hold his body upright.

      “That man is a criminal,” said Alex, gesturing to Serrano. “It’s because of him that our colony ship was destroyed. He’s nothing more than a violent thug!”

      Belladonna grunted. “You call him violent and yet you were the one that attacked him. I find that very ironic. What’s your name, colonist?”

      “I tried to kill him because he tried to kill me,” growled Alex. “As well as the rest of the people on the Racine.”

      Belladonna pointed the stun gun at Alex again. “Answer my question. What’s your name?”

      “Enough!” yelled Jenna, shielding Alex from the gun. “You don’t need to shoot him again!”

      “I won’t shoot him if he answers my question,” snapped Belladonna. “Last chance. What’s your name?”

      Alex’s eyes narrowed. “Alex Hawthorne.”

      Belladonna made a tsk-tsk noise with her mouth. “Well, Colonist Alex Hawthorne, you have a lot to learn about our laws here in Vesta. For one, we don’t allow any of our people to attack anyone else. And certainly not to kill. You’re lucky this is your first day in the colony or I could have you tried for attempted murder. But, I’m willing to show you some leniency, only because you’re new.”

      Belladonna then pointed at Serrano, who had now managed to get off the ground. He positioned himself next to the Vestan leader.

      “Under no circumstances are you to harm this man ever,” said Belladonna. “If I get another word of any such attack the likes of which I just witnessed, I will have you exiled from Vesta within the hour. And this isn’t just some ordinary exile. Exile outside the city means death by the Jargars. That’s how serious your predicament is right now.”

      “Just so I have this straight, I get the threat of exile but he gets nothing?” asked Alex, pointing to Serrano. “The man who almost killed all of us?”

      “I don’t care what he did on the Racine,” snapped Belladonna. “I only care what happens here on Vesta. This man is under my protection now and he’s not to be touched.”

      “What about Alex?” asked Jenna out of the blue. “What’s to stop Serrano from harming Alex now that he can’t fight back?”

      Belladonna’s eyes narrowed again as she looked at Jenna. “Who are you, colonist? Tell me your name.”

      Jenna managed to look defiant as she gave her name, something that caused Alex to fill with pride.

      “Well then, Colonist Jenna Whitaker, I take it you’re his landing-partner?” asked Belladonna, jerking her head in Alex’s direction.

      “I am,” replied Jenna coolly.

      “Then you’ll be happy to know that Serrano will uphold the peace as well,” replied Belladonna. “There will be no infighting in my colony whatsoever. As long as your man doesn’t attack Serrano, Serrano won’t attack him.”

      Alex looked at Serrano briefly to see his reaction to that statement. Predictably, Serrano looked angered and he opened his mouth as if to fight it. He closed it after one glare from Belladonna though—a look that seemed to indicate that it was something that would be discussed later.

      With no other challenges to her orders, Belladonna reached over and touched Serrano’s jaw, which was still bleeding from the fight.

      “Go get yourself checked out by the doctor, Lucius. We’ll get you patched up and looking like your old self in no time.”

      Serrano gave her a smug grin. “Thanks, Belladonna, I’ll do that. I think I’m actually going to enjoy living here on Vesta.”

      His arrogance only inflamed Alex’s anger. It wasn’t lost on Alex that this was the same man who was trying to do anything possible except go to Vesta. And now it seemed he already had the head of the Vestan Council on his side.

      What else could go wrong?

      Alex found out the answer to that question next when yet another woman approached the group. This new woman also walked with an air of importance, and Alex suspected she was another member of the Council by the way she closed the distance between herself and Belladonna.

      The woman was attractive in an odd sort of way. She had blonde hair that was pulled back into a tight bun as well as a face that was almost entirely unblemished with any marks. The main problem with her was her eyes. They were completely lifeless, as if her soul had died a long time ago and only her body remained.

      Alex suspected he knew her name long before he actually heard it spoken out loud.

      “What happened here?” demanded the woman, looking at Belladonna.

      “Nothing that I haven’t already taken care of, Cassara,” replied Belladonna, putting her fingers in her eyes in frustration. “Just a scuffle with the new colonists.”

      “A scuffle?” said Cassara with confusion. “I was brought all the way down here for a scuffle? I thought something big was happening.”

      “Something big has happened,” said another voice behind them.

      Both Belladonna and Cassara turned to see Annette moving closer toward them, her red hair swaying just behind her.

      In her shadow came the form of Ellie, meekly following her cousin.

      If Alex thought that Belladonna had been upset by his fight with Serrano, it was nothing compared to the shit storm that developed once they saw Ellie.

      “What the fuck is she doing here?” yelled Belladonna, pointing her finger at Ellie.

      Cassara wasn’t happy either. She glared at Ellie too. “You were exiled from the city. You’re not allowed to come back here!”

      “She has an explanation for being back,” said Annette in a calm tone, trying to play the role of the moderator. “She didn’t just break her exile for no reason.”

      “This better be a good fucking reason,” growled Belladonna. “She knows what the penalty is for coming back.”

      Ellie opened her mouth to say something but Annette quickly stopped her. She waved her hand, as if to silently say that she was going to lead Ellie’s defense. With what Alex knew about Ellie & Belladonna’s history - perhaps that was for the best.

      “One of our newest colonists has slain a Jargar,” said Annette simply, causing many in the crowd to either gasp or start murmuring. “And he’s done it with nothing more than his bare hands and a pulse pistol.”

      “That’s impossible,” snapped Belladonna. “She lies.”

      “Only a handful of Jargars have been killed since they first appeared not quite a decade ago,” added Cassara. “And those have been killed by the VDF at long range.”

      “Well, this colonist killed a Jargar in hand-to-hand combat,” explained Annette. “And it wasn’t just one Jargar but two.”

      Now the crowd was really chattering to themselves. Most of them were looking at Belladonna, no doubt wondering what she was making of the news.

      “Where’s the proof?” she demanded. “You tell me two Jargars are dead. Where are their bodies? And who is this new colonist? I need to know who he is right now!”

      Annette pointed her finger at Alex, who was still on his knees. “That man right there. Colonist Alex Hawthorne.”

      Suddenly, the eyes of everyone centered on Alex. Someone from the crowd, a native Vestan judging by their dress, let out a low whistle.

      “You’re telling me this violent savage has not only attacked a new colonist on his first day but now has killed two Jargars?” asked Belladonna incredulously before crossing her arms in front of her chest. “Really, Ellie, I knew you were desperate but I never thought you’d resort to telling lies to get back into Vesta.”

      “It’s the truth,” growled Ellie, speaking up for the first time. “I saw it happen, and we could lead you to the body of the dead Jargar if need be.”

      “And you’ll find the other body near our escape pod,” added Alex. “The Jargar tried to attack us as soon as we landed on the planet. It ripped open the pod doors and it’s only with a heavy amount of luck that we managed to kill it.”

      “Ripped open your pod doors? That’s impossible,” argued Belladonna before looking back at Ellie. “Is this some kind of scheme you cooked up? Invent some story about a man killing Jargars so that you could escort him back to the colony? Really, Ellie, you’ve sunk very far. Your grandfather would be so disappointed—”

      Ellie was moving forward quickly as if she was about to punch Belladonna herself. “Don’t you dare say a word about my grandfather! Ever since you’ve forced your way onto the Council, you’ve made a mockery of everything he believed in!”

      Belladonna grinned smugly. “And yet, I’m still the chairwoman of the Council. And you were exiled.”

      “Either way, it’s important that this colonist reached Vesta no matter the cost,” said Annette, pointing at Alex again. “If we have someone who can finally kill the Jargars, this could be the turning point that we need. For over ten years, we’ve been searching for some way to get an advantage over the Jargars. Maybe this man is the key?”

      “I’m less than impressed,” replied Belladonna. “And seeing as what he did to Serrano here, I think he’s taken all of you for fools. You need to remember that all of these arriving men are criminals first and foremost, another stupid decision allowed by our exiled chairwoman here. In order to get anyone to come to Vesta, she had to resort to known murderers and thieves. I wouldn’t put it past any of them to lie, cheat, or steal if they thought it might help them.”

      “We had to take what we could get,” argued Ellie. “It was that or nothing!”

      “Then I would have taken nothing,” snapped Belladonna.

      “And then our colony would have been totally destroyed,” replied Ellie. “We need people to keep the revenue generating or we will be forgotten by the traders who come less and less. No mining, no visits, and we might as well be a forgotten point in humanity’s expansion.”

      “Some people we got!” scoffed Belladonna before looking at Alex. “And it looks like Ellie’s bad traits are already rubbing off on him.”

      “I never hit you,” growled Ellie. “No matter how much I wanted to. Or how much you deserved it.”

      They nearly came to blows again before Cassara separated them. She was the next to ask the faithful question.

      “So what do we do now?” she asked, looking at Belladonna for guidance. “What do we do about Ellie breaking her exile?”

      Belladonna simply shrugged. “The only thing we can do by the law. She’s going to have to be executed.”
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      Belladonna’s statement caused another uproar in the crowd, this one more vehement than the news about the Jargar. Several native Vestans began to shout out in response.

      “Why does she need to be executed?”

      “Ellie Vesta did nothing wrong!”

      “What about you? You’re a terrible leader, Belladonna!”

      The shouting and jeers continued for several moments while Belladonna and Cassara tried to regain control of the crowd.

      “People, please!” urged Cassara. “Ellie Vesta broke our laws by coming back to the city. She needs to be punished for this!”

      “We will have law and order in Vesta!” barked Belladonna before pointing her finger at Ellie. “Under her reign, we lost more people to Jargar attacks than ever before!”

      “But the Jargar attacks haven’t stopped!” said Dave, who wasn’t far from Alex. “If anything, they’re increasing in frequency, even from when Ellie was chairwoman of the Council. And I don’t see anything that you’re doing that’s any different than what we did when Ellie was here.”

      “Watch your mouth, Dave,” growled Belladonna. “You need to show the proper respect to the chairwoman. Remember who rules here.”

      “The people rule in Vesta,” shouted someone from the crowd. “The Council is supposed to represent the people!”

      That earned several rousing cheers of agreement. At that moment, it became obvious to Alex that Belladonna and Cassara were starting to lose their nerve.

      “Is this the impression we want to give to the new colonists?” someone else shouted. “That we just coldly execute people for political reasons?”

      That was the powder keg that set off the entire crowd. Soon most of the people were coming to put a wall of bodies around Ellie, as if daring Belladonna to break through them to take her. Alex watched the changing mood of the crowd with satisfaction. Though he’d known Belladonna for slightly less than twenty minutes, he could see that she was completely out of her depth.

      Finally, she relented.

      “Fine, fine, fine!” snapped Belladonna. “Ellie Vesta won’t be executed today.”

      Cassara gave her an alarmed look, one that questioned the intelligence of Belladonna’s statement. “Then what the hell are we going to do with her?” she whispered furiously.

      Belladonna started stammering. “Well, we’re going to have to figure something else out. Something new.”

      “Something new like what?” pressed Annette.

      Belladonna thought about it for a moment before a wicked-looking smile appeared on her lips. “We’ll have a trial, that’s what. And the Council will have a vote to decide her fate. We’ll leave it in the hands of the Council, just as our law dictates. That’s a fair outcome, is it not?”

      “No, it’s not,” snapped Annette. “Not when you two run the Council. You two will outvote me all the time by simple numbers. Leaving it to the Council is only putting off her fate for longer because everyone here knows how you’re going to vote.”

      Belladonna’s mouth opened in mock indignity. “Are you suggesting that I’ll be biased in a trial heard by the Council? It seems you’re seriously questioning my integrity, Annette! You’d do well to remember just who I am.”

      “This whole congregation knows exactly who you are,” quipped Annette. “And they know that Ellie won’t receive a fair trial with just the three of us on the Council. We need to hold elections for the two open seats so that the trial is fair and not a foregone conclusion.”

      Belladonna shrugged indifferently. “You know as well as I do that we have elections scheduled in two months’ time. We’ll fill the seats then, as we normally do.”

      “But when will Ellie be tried?” shouted someone from the crowd.

      “I see no reason why we can’t start her trial before the end of the week,” answered Belladonna.

      More jeering occurred, especially from the native Vestans who saw what Belladonna was trying to do.

      “Ellie deserves a fair trial!”

      “We need to have elections first!”

      “This isn’t fair!”

      Belladonna wasn’t having any of it. “This is the law, people! The law that’s been given to us by our founders, one of which was Ellie’s grandfather. I will carry out the law as it’s written. In two days’ time, we will have the start of our trial to determine the punishment for Ellie Vesta. And not a day sooner. And if anyone has any problems with that, then they’ll find themselves next on the list for mining duty!”

      That threat certainly quieted the crowd. Alex had a suspicion as to why that was. He knew the Jargar attacks were most frequent near the mines, and it was his estimation that the mining detail was probably the most deadly task in Vesta.

      With the crowd sufficiently quieted, Belladonna and Cassara regained some of their confidence.

      “It’s settled then. For now, I’m going to order the VDF to take Ellie into our prison where she will await the start of the trial.” She then looked at Dave, who was the closest VDF member to her. “Dave, take her to the prison. That’s an order.”

      Dave looked defiant. He crossed his arms instead of carrying out the order.

      “I gave you an order, Dave!” roared Belladonna. “You will carry out my orders at once. I’m the chairwoman of Vesta!”

      “Ellie will not be going to a prison,” said Annette, emboldened by the crowd’s support. “If she needs to go somewhere, she can go to my home.”

      “I will not allow you to quarter a suspect that’s awaiting trial,” yelled Belladonna.

      “It’s not quartering her,” said Annette, shrugging her shoulders. “Think of it as house arrest. I’ll keep Ellie contained in my house until the trial but she won’t be allowed to leave. I think that’s an agreeable compromise, don’t you?”

      It was obvious by the look on Belladonna’s face that she didn’t agree, but Annette’s reasonable offer seemed to be supported by the crowd.

      Belladonna and Cassara looked at each other as if trying to decide what to do. Fortunately for Ellie, they caved.

      “Fine, but make sure she stays put,” Cassara said to Annette. “If she gets out, then we’ll have a trial for you as well for negligence.”

      “Amongst other things,” added Belladonna. She gave one last glare to Ellie before she stomped away, leaving the scene to go back into the main biosphere.
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      Most of the tension left with their exit. Quite suddenly, many of the native Vestans swarmed around Ellie and Annette, asking them questions about Ellie’s exile as well as offering their support. For a brief moment, Alex and Jenna were left alone. Alex’s body was still sore from the stun gun, and it was only with Jenna’s aid that he was able to stand on his own feet.

      “Are you okay?” asked a worried Jenna. “That looked terribly painful.”

      “It was no picnic,” grunted Alex. “Those stun guns are more powerful than the ones I’m used to back on the orbital ring. I might be out of commission for the rest of the day.”

      They were alone for only a moment before Dave approached them. He was carrying Alex’s knife and he offered it back to him once he was close.

      “That was some display,” said Dave, grinning at Alex. “It’s not often that a new colonist sparks up such a hornet’s nest on their first day.”

      “I’ve learned that trouble usually follows me,” replied Alex with a shrug. “It’s hard to avoid when you’re me.”

      “I’ll say,” said Dave, chuckling. “That was an impressive display back there. And I have to say, I enjoyed watching you punch the lights out of that Serrano guy. He’s been here for two days and he already walks around like he owns the place. I think that fight was long overdue.”

      “A fight isn’t enough,” replied Jenna. “Not for what Serrano did on the Racine. If anyone deserves to be exiled, it’s him.”

      Dave shook his head. “I kind of doubt that’s going to happen. Serrano seemed to figure out who’s running things here in Vesta pretty quickly. I doubt anything’s going to happen to him as long as Belladonna’s looking out for his back.”

      “And why would anyone want to do something too little old, harmless me?”

      Both Dave and Alex turned to find Serrano making his way toward them. The man was still bleeding, but his eyes contained a smugness that was hard to ignore. Alex’s fist clenched and he felt the urge to yank his knife across Serrano’s throat.

      Serrano noticed when Alex rested his hand on the knife handle.

      “Oh, you’re not going to want to do that,” warned Serrano. “Not if you want to stay in Vesta.”

      “Maybe what I want more than anything is to see justice served,” growled Alex. “And you deserve to die for what you did.”

      Serrano shrugged. “Do I though? Tell me who died? Besides a few of my men when they blew out the reactor on the Racine, but other than that, no innocents died on the ship. I’m not the monster that you think I am, Hawthorne.”

      Alex took a step forward. “Just forgetting the crew and captain, aren’t you? Not to mention all those that would have died if we didn’t get them into pods. You wouldn’t have cared though as long as the ship got to Dangallu.”

      “Maybe you’re right,” said Serrano with a smirk. “But that’s not what happened. Everyone is alive and I’m certainly not in Dangallu, am I?”

      Serrano kicked some of the dust at his feet. “I’m in Vesta now, despite my best wishes. And while it wasn’t my choice to come to this piss-poor colony on the fringes of nowhere, I can still find a way to get what I want here. It sounds like there are some leadership positions open on the Council. And I’ve always wanted to serve my community.”

      “You won’t get away with what you did,” grunted Alex. “Not as long as I’m alive. I’ll make sure you’re punished someday.”

      “Maybe, but it won’t be today,” replied Serrano. “And while I’d love to kill you for interfering with my plans, the timing isn’t right. Now, I’m willing to let bygones be bygones as long as you can behave yourself and be a good boy. You stay out of my way and I’ll stay out of yours. You feel me?”

      There was no way that Alex could agree to that offer. The problem was that his hands were tied. He had no desire to be exiled from the city, and he was under no illusions that he would be if he tried to attack Serrano again.

      Not that he didn’t think he could survive out in the wild but he was also trying to think about someone other than himself. He knew that Jenna wouldn’t stay in Vesta if he left, and it would condemn her to an exile as well. How long would both of them be able to survive out there? Would the Jargars get them sooner or later? It seemed like the most likely outcome.

      While Alex was still thinking it through, Serrano grinned at him.

      “I’m going to take your silence as your agreement,” said Serrano as he started to walk away. “It seems you have a brain after all, Hawthorne. Remember the deal: you stay out of my way and I’ll stay out of yours.”

      With those final words to Alex, Serrano’s eyes landed on Jenna. “Good to see you again too, sweet peach.” He blew her a kiss before finally leaving.

      “I’d still watch your back with that guy,” said Dave once Serrano was gone. “Despite his offer of a truce, it doesn’t sound very sincere to me.”

      “That’s because it’s not,” said Alex, looking in the direction that Serrano left. “It just means that I’m going to have to find another way to kill that son of a bitch.”
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      After Serrano left, Dave was trying to lead them inside one of the biospheres.

      “Come on, now that the action is over out here, let me show you where you two will be staying,” said Dave, waving his hand.

      Alex looked over to Ellie and Annette, who were still in the midst of the throng of supporters.

      “Do you think we should wait for Ellie?” he asked, thinking out loud. “With all that’s going on, it doesn’t feel right to ditch her.”

      Dave shook his head. “Ellie will be all right. She dodged a bullet just now. Annette is her cousin and she’ll be safe at her house. Besides, Annette was the one that asked me to get you assigned to a home.”

      Alex nodded and after one last look over at Ellie, he and Jenna followed Dave as they made their way inside the nearest biosphere, which was marked as unit seven.

      “It used to be that housing was at a premium here in Vesta,” explained Dave as he led them through the biosphere. “That was before the Jargars came. A good number of units from the first biospheres were quite outdated in comparison to the new ones, so there was fierce competition to get assigned to the higher level biospheres.

      “Once our population started to dip, we found that no one had to stay in the older units anymore, especially if they didn’t want to. Some still remain there but for the most part, we have modern and fully functioning housing units for everyone now, including the newer colonists.”

      Dave led them along a pathway that was short and narrow. By far, the most frequent color that Alex saw was white. Just about everything was coated in it, from the tiles on the floor to the color of the walls and ceiling.

      Of course, one thing Alex noticed just about as soon as they were inside was the noticeable increase in breathable air. Alex took several deep breaths until he experimented with the removal of his breather, finding that it was unnecessary inside the unit.

      “One of the first things to go once you step inside the biosphere,” said Dave, gesturing to the breather. “Someday you’ll be able to go outside without one, but it’ll take some time for your body to get used to it first. At least you’ll always have pure oxygen pumping into each biosphere. Our production facility is over in Biosphere Six, where they pull water from the river and remove the oxygen in order to pump it to every biosphere.”

      “They do the same thing in the orbital ring surrounding Earth,” said Alex. “But they pump it all the way up from the ocean.”

      “Man, that sounds pretty cool!” said Dave. “Our production isn’t nearly as fancy but the river suits our purposes just fine. There’s enough water to take care of Vesta.”

      Dave led them past the white halls into the interior of the biosphere, where both Alex and Jenna let out gasps right from the start. It was like a miniature park inside, complete with green grass in heavy abundance, trees, bushes, and running water.

      “Nature is a pretty heavy theme here in Vesta,” explained Dave. “The founders wanted the interior of the biospheres to look like the Canadian wilderness. I guess it made them feel like home. You’ll find the interiors of all of them look just like this one, although the most impressive is in Biosphere One. I think it’s a nice touch as well as an interesting contrast with the Vestan habitat.”

      Dave led them through the wilderness interior to the other side where rows and rows of doors could be seen, creating apartment-style housing that was entirely connected and that occupied the outer edge of the biosphere's ring.

      “I’m sorry to say that we have to put you in Biosphere Seven,” said Dave. “Most of the new colonists were situated in Biosphere Eight but we ran out of housing there. You’ll find that Biosphere Seven isn’t as modern but it shouldn’t be too bad. Just not as luxurious as the higher units.”

      Dave stopped at one door in particular and he pressed a button on the wall, which made a hand scanner pop out. Stepping away, he gestured for Alex to put his hand on the scanner.

      “Give it a shot,” said Dave.

      Alex placed his hand on the cool surface only to find the door in front of them springing open a moment later.

      Dave grinned. “Pretty bitchin’, right? These living quarters now belong to you two now that you’ve registered your prints in the system. I’ll have Jenna do the same, and now the door will only open for you both and no one else. Uh, in the case you two absolutely hate each other, go to the communal tent. A guard or local will be able to point you in the right direction. If not, give it two weeks and expect them to ask you to co-habituate endlessly until you either couple or hate each other. But yeah, hand there, Jenna.”

      Jenna repeated the process, registering her prints before they followed Dave inside the room. Alex was thankful that the white color died as soon as they were inside, finding a mix of more modern grays and browns. The first room was clearly a living room.

      There was a giant L-shaped couch that took up most of it, and material looked incredibly comfortable from where Alex was standing. There was a large screen directly in front of the couch but a few feet away. On the other side of the living room was a full-sized kitchen, complete with many different appliances that looked more advanced than what Alex was used to.

      “Now, seeing as there’s just the two of you, we put you into the honeymoon suites,” explained Dave as he led them back to the main hallway. “Basically, it just means there’s one bedroom. Shocker, right?”

      Alex pursed his lips as they entered the bedroom, finding one large, king-sized mattress dominating the center of the room. There was plenty of closet space as well as a window that was part of the outer dome, another reminder that their room lined the exterior of the biosphere.

      Dave raised an eyebrow when neither of them spoke. “One bed going to be fine? I don’t mean to assume but there’s an extra-small child-sized couch no one can find comfy at all. Wonder why that wasn’t nicer?”

      His voice trailed off as Alex looked at Jenna. If the decision was going to be made, he was going to leave it to her.

      There wasn’t much in the way of confusion on her face. To Alex’s surprise, she looked at Dave and nodded quickly.

      “This’ll be just fine,” she said before shooting a shy glance at Alex.

      “Perfect!” said Dave as he took a few steps back. “Well, I’ll let you two get acclimated to your new living space. I need to get back to the barracks to write up the report about today’s patrol. A few things to mention before I leave—food supplies are kept in Biosphere Two. For the most part, everything works on Alliance Credits for money, or AC. Not to worry if you don’t have much. All the new colonists start off with a basic loan to help them get their feet off the ground. Once you start working, you’ll earn them naturally.”

      “Also, as you saw with the showers, water is monitored here. We all wash up in the communal showers, of which there’s one in every biosphere. They work on timers if you go too long but as long as you don’t get too preoccupied with each other in there, you should have nothing to worry about.”

      Alex couldn’t help but chuckle at that. Based upon what he’d witnessed earlier in the showers, he knew exactly why some Vestans would get preoccupied.

      “If you need any other non-food supplies—clothing, toiletries, electronics or anything like that, check out Biosphere Four, which serves as our main marketplace. It’s also where our resident tech genius, Vitale, lives. I’m sure you’ll be introduced to him in time.”

      Dave tapped his chin as if to remember anything further.

      “Oh, yes, one last thing. Annette told me to tell you both to visit her house tomorrow morning so we can get you both jobs.” Dave leaned closer to Alex. “You’re basically earmarked for the VDF. I hope that doesn’t trouble you too much.”

      “It’s what I’m used to so that’s where I was going to volunteer anyway,” replied Alex.

      “Perfect,” said Dave before looking at Jenna. “You might want to give it some thought tonight as well. I can’t recommend mining for obvious reasons but food storage is a pretty nice gig. If you like kids, the babysitting detail is really cushy, although it can be hard to get into it. Long wait list, you see. If neither of those tickle your fancy, Annette can always give you a list of what’s open tomorrow.”

      “What about the VDF?” asked Jenna, looking at Alex first. “I’ve seen what the Jargars can do, and I know they’re the main threat to the colony. Can I volunteer for that as well?”

      Dave gave her a strange look. “That’s a pretty loaded question. You’ll have to take that one up with Annette and most likely Commander Rooney as well. The long story short is they don’t like women in the VDF. The reason is actually super sexist, but we have surrogates now. Carla gets a pass because she’s been there forever but Belladonna is very clear that women should not be fighting in the VDF. She says that’s only a man’s job. So there’s that hurdle too.”

      Alex started to laugh. “A woman can fire a pulse rifle just as easily as a man can. It’s not like we’re fighting with swords where there’s a strength component to it.”

      Dave raised his hands. “I know but that’s not my decision here. You’ll find that a lot of what comes from Belladonna doesn’t make a lot of sense. Worst thing we ever did was concentrate power into her hands if you ask me. I just hope that Annette and Ellie can find a way out of their current situation. For the sake of all of us. Vesta needs all the help it can get, part of which is why I think you belong with the VDF,” said Dave, elbowing Alex in the side.

      Dave gave one last look at them. “Anything else before I leave?”

      Both Alex and Jenna shook their heads. It had been a long day and seeing as the sun was starting to set, they were both tired and looking forward to bed.

      “Awesome,” said Dave as he headed toward the door. “If you have any questions, just look me up on your P-coms.”

      It was at that point that Dave noticed that both of their wrists were bare, not having been adorned with the technology.

      “Wait a second, where are your P-coms?”

      “They didn’t survive the crash landing on Vesta,” replied Alex. “We’re going to need new ones.”

      “Ah, no worries about that. I’ll send a message to Vitale and ask him to have them dropped off here. It shouldn’t take too long but I hope you don’t mind a night without any distractions.” Dave gave them a knowing look. “Although, I’m sure you two could probably use one! Anyway, have a good night and I’ll talk to you tomorrow!”

      With those last words, Dave opened the door and left, leaving the two of them alone for the first time since meeting Ellie.

      As soon as he was gone, Alex felt the urge to yawn. His body was still aching from the stun gun and the thought of getting some rest was a deeply enjoyable one. Alex sat down on the couch for just a moment but the invitation of an actual bed to sleep on was certainly inviting.

      Alex felt Jenna sit down right next to him. When he looked over at her, she was looking back at him.

      “It’s just a little . . . overwhelming, isn’t it?” she said finally.

      “All of this?” he asked, gesturing to their new home. “Yeah, a little. It’s hard to believe that just this morning, we were waking up in our camp after sleeping on the ground. Now we get an actual bed to sleep in.”

      “Yeah, we get one bed to sleep in,” said Jenna, leaning against his shoulder. “I hope you don’t hog the covers too much.”

      Alex raised an eyebrow. “Me? You’ve got cover-stealer written all over your face.”

      Jenna grinned. “I guess you’ll just have to find out for yourself.”

      “I guess so.”

      There was a moment of silence before Alex changed topics to something a little more serious.

      “Have any regrets yet?” he asked quietly. “About coming here?”

      Her answer surprised him.

      “No, I don’t,” she said, laughing when he gave her a look. “I guess it helps when you come into the program with low expectations. I just wanted to get off Earth. And yeah, I certainly didn’t expect what’s happened—from the destruction of the Racine to our last few days of wilderness retreat—but can I be honest with you, Alex?”

      “Of course.”

      Jenna gave him a genuine, heart-stopping smile. “I can’t remember a time when I enjoyed spending time with someone as much as I have with you. Despite all the danger, the Jargars, Serrano, all of it. We may live in a weird colony right now but my experience so far has been kind of nice. I kind of want to experience all that Vesta has to offer.”

      “You’re talking about all the times we almost died as being kind of nice?” he joked.

      Jenna swatted his arm. “You know what I meant!”

      “I do, I just like teasing you.”

      “Why is that?” she asked, pushing a strand of her blonde hair behind her ear.

      Alex locked eyes with her. “I think you know why.”

      “Because you like me?” she asked in a breathy whisper.

      “Yeah, I do like you, Jenna. I like you a lot.”

      Her smile grew bigger, if that was possible. Her eyes flickered to his lips for a brief moment before landing on his eyes again.

      “If you like me so much, why aren’t you kissing me?” she whispered.

      Alex felt a surge of activity below the waist. “I can fix that right now,” he growled at her, feeling every bit of his arousal.

      Jenna wrapped her arms around his neck. “Please do.”

      Their lips had just barely connected when they heard the doorbell go off. Suddenly, there was an announcement of the names of the visitors.

      And it made Alex’s jaw drop when he heard it.
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      Alex nearly sprinted across the room to open the door, not believing the name of the visitor until he saw it with his own eyes. Sure enough, he grinned once he saw who was standing outside the door.

      “About time you showed up here!” said Rick, barreling forward to embrace his former brother-in-law. “We were beginning to think the worst!”

      Alex patted Rick’s back heartily. “It was a near run thing for a while there but we managed to get here in one piece.”

      Rick let go and grinned at him. “And already got yourselves in trouble from what I’ve heard. My whole Biosphere is already talking about the fact that you beat the shit out of Serrano as soon as you arrived.”

      Alex shrugged. “He’s lucky they had to stun me to end the fight. Or else I would have killed him for what he did on the ship.”

      “I want to hear all about it,” said Rick before he stepped aside, revealing another familiar face. “You remember Nikki, right?”

      Rick’s beautiful brunette landing-partner embraced Alex as well. “It’s good to see you again, Alex! We were hoping that when a new colonist showed up that claimed to have killed two Jargars, it was going to be you.”

      “That’s already circulating the colony as well?” asked Alex incredulously.

      “From the sounds of it, all of Vesta is likely to know by now,” added Nikki. “You’re already going to be famous here.”

      “Is it true that you came in with Eleanor Vesta?” asked Rick in a low voice. “I heard about the uproar that happened with her at the same time as your fight with Serrano. Someone was saying that she was with you.”

      “That’s true, we met Ellie on the trek to the city,” answered Alex. “Although I don’t envy her position right now. Especially not with the two women in charge.”

      “Speaking of women, what happened to Jenna?” asked Rick, searching the room until his eyes landed on the gorgeous blonde. “Jenna! Good to see you too!”

      Rick’s tone was one of surprise, and he did a quick glance at Alex as Jenna closed the distance. Knowing Rick as long as he did, Alex knew the reason for the look.

      No doubt he was wondering what the situation was like with Jenna. It had been noticeably frosty on the Racine and he was questioning whether there’d been any new developments.

      Jenna probably surprised him when she gave him a warm embrace. “So glad to see that you’re here too, Rick. And you as well, Nikki. We’ve been worried about you ever since we landed on the planet.”

      Greetings were exchanged all around and Alex gave Rick a sly nod, as if to say that his relationship with Jenna had seen remarkable improvement.

      “So how long have you two been here?” asked Alex finally, once they were all seated in the living room. “When did your pod get to Vesta?”

      “Four days ago,” answered Rick. “Around the same time most of the other colonists did actually. Can you believe we didn’t lose a single colonist during the escape from the ship? A lot of that has to do with you, Alex. We went at the right time, and the integration here has been relatively smooth.”

      “You both are going to like it here,” added Nikki. “Vestans might be slightly weird but they are friendly for the most part. And they seem thankful that we’re here to add to their numbers.”

      “Yeah, we’ve seen how they can be weird already,” said Alex, chuckling. “We saw that with our first shower today.”

      Both Rick and Nikki looked at each other and started to turn red. “Yeah, it takes some getting used to. But we had a good time in our shower this morning, didn’t we, Nikki?”

      Nikki turned even more red and swatted him playfully. “Rick, behave!”

      Rick could only grin. “Either way, it’s been nice. I was kind of hoping that Serrano wasn’t going to make it off the ship though. He turned up the day after we did.”

      “We were hoping that as well,” said Alex sourly. “Although he received the welcome he deserved today though.”

      “That guy is crafty, I’ll give him that,” said Rick. “He’s managed to quickly sum up who runs the show here and he’s already been seen in the company of Belladonna and Cassara. Rumor has it, he’s already sleeping with Belladonna.”

      “That would explain why she was so quick to come to his defense today,” said Jenna.

      “Exactly right,” replied Nickki. “But it’s strange in that regard. Despite having the deciding votes on the Vestan Council, Belladonna and Cassara aren’t well-liked here. There’s a lot of sympathy for Eleanor and what they did to her, and now that she’s back, I think she has a real shot of staying here.”

      “I’ve already had my exposure to both Belladonna and Cassara,” said Alex sourly. “I wasn’t impressed with either of them. They looked like two teenage girls with their first exposure to power.”

      Nikki started to laugh. “That’s a good way of looking at it honestly. And I think the rest of the colony is starting to come around to that viewpoint as well. It needs to happen though. The Jargar problem here is much worse than we’ve been led to believe.”

      Rick leaned forward. “So you really killed two Jargars? How the hell did you do that?”

      “We didn’t go out looking for them, I can promise you that,” answered Alex. “The first one was trying to get into our escape pod as soon as we landed. The damn thing clawed open the door and we had no choice. Big creatures though, furry and mean. I can see why they call them Jargars. The second one attacked our camp completely out of the blue. I’m still not sure how we survived.”

      “Yeah, that’s what everyone else is saying too,” said Rick. “From what we’ve heard, they’ve only been able to kill Jargars at long range, and that’s when they can spot them. Once the Jargar closes the distance, we’re toast. Well, everyone except for you.”

      “Seriously, how did you do it?” pressed Nikki. “How did you do it twice and live to tell about it?”

      “It’s because he’s so fast,” said Jenna proudly, touching Alex’s arm. “I watched him do it twice and I was scared out of my mind both times, but once the Jargar made contact, its speed was negated by Alex’s own speed. He was just too fast for it.”

      Rick grinned. “I’ve been saying for a long time that Alex is superhuman. I guess we have more proof of it now.”

      “In any event, we brought you both some food,” said Nikki, pointing to a tray that Alex was just noticing for the first time. “We figured you’d be hungry and since it’s nearly dark, the main food store will be closing shortly. There’s nothing fancy under there, just a few sandwiches but it certainly beats the food on the colony ship.”

      Alex’s stomach growled in anticipation. “I’m sure it beats the freeze-dried shit we’ve been eating for the last few days too. I’ll never look at pasta the same way again.”

      “The food here is pretty good,” said Rick. “It’s all grown in the biospheres, particularly Biosphere One. You should check them all out tomorrow at some point. It’s definitely a marvel to be here and see what’s been accomplished so far from Earth.”

      “We’ll have to check it out then,” said Alex. “The first thing we have to do in the morning is get our work assignments.”

      “Try to get yours in the VDF,” said Rick. “That’s where they put me. I already had my meeting with Commander Rooney this morning.”

      “It looks like I won’t have any other choice but the VDF,” said Alex. “How is this Rooney guy? Does he have a good head on his shoulders?”

      Rick winced. “About that. I have a feeling you’re not going to like the guy.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Rooney is just a little . . . different. You’ll see. Thankfully, we won’t have much contact with him as raw soldiers, but I’d hate to be one of his lieutenants,” said Rick, shaking his head.

      “What about you, Nikki?” asked Jenna. “What were you assigned to?”

      “Oxygen production,” answered the bright-eyed brunette. “And it’s been nice so far. It’s not a huge detail because you’re mostly just overseeing the machines and making sure they don’t break but it beats doing most other things.”

      “From the sounds of things, most of the jobs here are like that,” added Rick. “Except for the VDF of course but keeping the machines running is the most important thing.”

      “It beats anything I was doing on Earth,” said Jenna before succumbing to a yawn. The sun had now set on the Vestan planet and once again she was feeling her tiredness.

      Alex was as well. Jenna’s yawn triggered one of his own.

      “We really should let you both get some sleep,” said Nikki, reading between the lines. “We can always catch up more tomorrow.”

      “Sleep would be really lovely right now,” agreed Jenna.

      Rick and Nikki stood up and embraced both of them. It was as the last hugs ended that Rick brought up one more thing.

      “Oh, right, I really should tell you both,” said Rick, trying not to look embarrassed. “Because of the way the biospheres are designed, they trap a lot of the sunlight inside and use it for warmth overnight. The cooling systems here only run when necessary and we’ve been told that because of the heat, most Vestans sleep in the nude.”

      “We didn’t think much of it until the first night,” said Nikki, looking at Rick shyly. “But we eventually removed our clothes as well. It made sleeping much easier and certainly more comfortable.”

      “Just something to think about,” said Rick. “That first night was miserable until we did but we’ve slept like babies ever since.”

      Alex and Jenna shared a look together before they thanked them for the tip.

      With that statement, Rick and Nikki said their goodbyes and made for the door. Alex promised they would stop by to see them tomorrow at some point and the couple left, leaving Alex and Jenna alone for the second time that evening.

      Not long after they left, Jenna slipped into his arms.

      “I wasn’t trying to be rude to them, I promise,” she said quietly before another yawn slipped out. “I just felt like I wasn’t going to last much longer. I’m so exhausted.”

      “Me too,” replied Alex. “And I’m really looking forward to a night when I don’t have to waste half of it on guard detail.”

      “And in a big, comfy bed,” said Jenna letting out a small moan. “I may never get out of bed again.”

      After hearing that, Alex couldn’t resist the next statement. “So do you think we should test out their tip? About sleeping conditions?”

      “When in Vesta, do as the Vestans do,” said Jenna cheekily. It made Alex laugh at first until he realized that he’d get to have her stunning body against him all night.

      And then he was definitely more than happy.

      They both moved to the bedroom and Alex played with the lights, putting them down low. Jenna pulled back the covers on the bed as she started to disrobe. He watched her do so before starting to disrobe himself, kicking off his new colony suit one item at a time.

      Finally, Jenna slipped into bed wearing nothing but a smile. Alex followed her, scooting as close as he thought she’d be comfortable with, leaving a small gap between them.

      Being this close to Jenna, naked, and in their bedroom, had his heart beating rapidly. He could tell by one look at her that she was in a similar position. Neither of them knew what to say to the other until Jenna finally turned to look at him.

      “Will you hold me?” she asked, her voice sounding like a squeak.

      “Yeah, of course,” he whispered back.

      Jenna was trembling once she scooted closer, resting her head against his shoulder. Alex dipped his arm under her and rested it against her bare back, while she rested her hand against his stomach.

      After a few minutes, she stopped shaking as much.

      “Thank you,” she whispered. “I thought I’d sleep better this way.”

      Alex knew exactly what she meant. She wanted the protection of being in his arms.

      “You’re safe with me, Jenna. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      She craned her head to look at him. Jenna smiled. “I know, Alex. Just hold me until morning, okay? Don’t let go?”

      She punctuated the statement with a kiss, one that he eagerly returned.

      “I won’t let go,” he promised.

      It turned out to be the best night sleep either of them had in a long time.
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      The following morning, Alex woke to a pleasant sight.

      The sun was just starting to shine through the bedroom window, and it seemed to center right on Jenna. The blonde woman was still attached to his side, her arm draped across his chest. She’d never looked more stunning than she did in that moment, with the sun framing her face.

      The previous night had been pleasant as well. On their trek to the city, Alex had been used to getting the bare minimum of sleep, always having to be alert for Jargars or other threats. Last night, he was finally able to relax, getting a deep sleep for the first time in over a week. The fact that his body was pressed against the soft and nude form of Jenna helped immensely.

      What wasn’t helping now was the fact that he was hard. So hard that he was tenting the sheet that covered them. Alex was still pondering his predicament when Jenna stirred beside him.

      Her movement was a stretch. Alex saw the sheet drop lower as her arms raised up, extending her body until her full breasts were visible, her nipples hard enough to cut glass. As if he couldn’t get any harder, focusing on the sight of her incredible tits did the trick, and Alex fought the urge not to stare.

      “Alex?”

      His eyes moved quickly to her face, finding her green eyes locked on his. Once again, he was busted.

      Jenna didn’t seem to mind though. She only gave him a sleepy smile.

      “I believe you were staring at me yet again,” she teased. “This seems to be a frequent occurrence.”

      Alex’s eyes flickered down to her erect nipples and then back to her face. “Can you really blame me for that?”

      She grinned and bit her lip. “No, I guess not. Not considering the circumstances, but I want to ask you something and I don’t know how.”

      “Sounds like quite the problem. I guess you’re just going to have to figure out how to come out with it.”

      The grin never left her face. “I want to know if . . . well, if you’re . . . horny?”

      It was the last thing Alex expected and the question made him laugh, as well as the adorably innocent way she asked it. He lowered his leg slightly, allowing the full tent to show in the sheet where his lap was.

      “Does that answer your question?” he asked.

      Jenna’s eyes went wide. “Holy crap! Yes, yes it does.”

      Alex tried to lift his leg again but to his surprise, she forced it down with her own, leaving him exposed with only the sheet to cover him. Jenna grabbed the edge of the sheet and yanked it back, revealing their nudity totally.

      “Oh my god,” she said, seeing his member throb right in front of her. “Why are you so hard, Alex?”

      “Why do you think?” he joked. “Your naked body has been pressed against me all night. I think you could make a dead man hard, looking as you are.”

      “Dead men are already hard so that defeats the purpose, Alex.”

      “Still, you know what I meant.”

      Jenna certainly did but she didn’t say anything. Her eyes remained locked on his cock, unwavering in their intensity.

      “Let me take care of you,” she said, placing her hand against his thigh. “Like I did in the shower.”

      That idea sounded lovely, and Alex prepared himself for another hand job when Jenna did something that surprised him. She crawled lower on the bed, not stopping until her face was devastatingly close to his cock. Alex steeled himself when she grabbed him with her soft hand, but nothing could have prepared him for what happened next.

      “Holy shit, woman,” groaned Alex when he felt Jenna’s tongue make contact with the tip. “Where did that come from?”

      Jenna grinned impishly at him. “I wanted to try something new. Didn’t think you’d mind. Do you?”

      “Fuck, no, I don’t.”

      “I didn’t think so.”

      Jenna took another swipe after that, trailing her tongue along the underside of the shaft. She then dipped lower still, tasting his balls before moving all the way up to the slit. She was having fun with him now, and it showed in her eyes.

      “Maybe I should stop teasing you so much?” she said, right before tonguing the slit once more.

      Alex’s eyes went wide. “This is teasing?”

      “Well, it’s not everything.”

      “God help me, I don’t know if I’m ready for you to give me everything.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      Jenna practically inhaled half of his cock with her next breath. Sure enough, she was giving him everything she had now, and the tantalizing feel of her mouth sliding up and down his shaft was positively maddening. Alex couldn’t get over how incredible it felt, especially when Jenna’s green eyes seemed to lock on him as she moved.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful,” said Alex at one point, while Jenna was hovering around his shaft.

      She giggled and started to stroke him again. “You don’t have to compliment me now. I’m already sucking your cock.”

      “Still, it was worth telling you. I’m probably going to tell you again in five seconds too.”

      “Hmm,” said Jenna. “No wonder I like you so much.”

      She went back to work, taking as much of his shaft down her mouth as she could manage. She even managed to pick up the speed as well, moving at a blinding pace and forcing Alex ever closer to the edge. Suddenly, all he could picture was filling Jenna’s mouth with cum, and it was that imagery that finally brought on his orgasm.

      Even with the telltale tap on the shoulder, Jenna didn’t stop sucking as he started to cum. She moaned around his shaft as she took every drop, swallowing frequently just to get it all down. All the while, her hand massaged his balls, coaxing them for more cum for her greedy stomach until not a single drop was left.

      Jenna pulled away and grinned shyly, looking up at him once more.

      “That was really . . . fun.”

      Alex chuckled. “You can tell that I had a blast . . . literally.”

      She giggled. “Looks like I got my breakfast early today. Thanks for saving me a step.”

      “Let me know any time you want to kick-start your mornings.”

      Jenna giggled again and rolled away. After putting on robes and grabbing a fresh pair of clothes, they made their way to the showers in their biosphere, finding an empty stall for themselves. Alex turned the shower on and disrobed quickly to get into the hot stream of water. Jenna joined him after a moment, her eyes coy and flirty after what they’d just done together.

      “Are you going to be giving me that look all day?” he teased, pointing it out while she was lathering her breasts.

      “What look?”

      “That look that says ‘I can’t wait to suck you off again, Alex.’”

      Jenna gave him a look of mock indignity before she grabbed some of her body wash and flung it against his chest. “You wish that I’d do it again!”

      “Yeah, I really do. That was great. Actually, I think great doesn’t even scratch the surface.”

      She pressed in against his chest. “You liked it that much, huh? Maybe we’ll do it again real soon.”

      “Sounds great to me.”

      “Mmm, me too.”
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      The rest of the shower was uneventful and they returned to their home about ten minutes later. It was then that they found they’d received a package.

      “Look at this,” said Jenna, ripping open the box. “New P-coms!”

      Sure enough, the new devices laid in the box shining like they were fresh out of the factory. Jenna promptly strapped it to her wrist while handing over Alex’s. In the process, a small note fell out.

      “Wait a second, it says yours isn’t fully activated yet, Alex,” she said, reading the note. “You have to see Vitale in Biosphere Four today so he can finish activating yours.”

      “One more thing to do on an already busy day,” grumbled Alex. “I guess I’ll add it to the list.”

      He toggled on his P-com, which only allowed him a limited range of functionality since it was lacking activation. Jenna did the same as well, managing to pull up a map of the entire city.

      “Ah, this is perfect,” she said, bringing up a hologram of the map. “It looks like most of the food supplies are kept in Biosphere Two. I noticed we don’t have anything in the way of food here so why don’t I go check this out? See what they have available?”

      “Sounds good to me,” replied Alex. “I think I’m going to go check on Ellie. I just want to make sure she’s doing okay.”

      With the help of his partially functioning P-com, Alex looked up Annette’s address, which was situated on Biosphere Three. Several minutes later, they both set off to their respective destinations.

      Along the way, Alex couldn’t help but marvel at the way the city was set up. The city of Vesta was absolutely beautiful, with sleek, off-white color hallways that connected each biosphere together. Those corridors were full of windows on every side, almost to the point that it looked like there wasn’t a structure to connect the biosphere.

      There were plenty of people too. And they seemed friendly for the most part. Most of them seemed to focus on Alex as he moved, nodding their heads and smiling. It was as if he already knew them, or they knew of him. He wondered just how many of them heard the story of their dramatic entrance yesterday.

      Finally reaching Biosphere Three, Alex moved to the residential section where he found larger suites for the few inhabitants. Most of the names on these suites he recognized too.

      The first was for Cassara Torneau while the second one he passed was for Belladonna Worthington. Alex figured that this biosphere had been reserved for the leadership of the Vestan Council.

      Finally, he found the name he was looking for. He knocked on the door that was marked for Annette and waited for it to open. To his surprise, it seemed to open on his own. His curiosity piqued, Alex took a few steps into the unit.

      He found what he was looking for a moment later. Both Ellie and Annette were sitting at a dining room table. It also looked like neither of them had received much in the way of sleep last night. There were deep bags under Ellie’s normally pretty eyes and her hair had a matted look to it that spoke of her need for a shower.

      Upon seeing Alex, they turned their attention to him.

      “Morning,” said Alex, nodding at both women. “Just wanted to offer my help in getting Ellie’s name cleared. Is there anything I can do?”

      Ellie’s response wasn’t what he expected.

      “It’s hopeless,” she said, putting her head in her hands. “There’s nothing we can do. They’re going to kill me.”

      Alex’s mouth dropped open at Ellie’s bitter statement but the dark-haired beauty was promptly scolded by her cousin.

      “Don’t be so dramatic, Ellie,” said Annette. “We’re going to figure something out. We just need more time.”

      “Time is the one thing I don’t have,” moaned Ellie. “Belladonna is right. There’s nothing we can do to stop my trial or force the elections forward. If it’s just the three of you on the Council, Belladonna is going to outvote you every time.”

      “We just need to keep searching through the laws to find one to work in our favor. I swear I’ve seen something before regarding instances when special elections can be called. We just have to find it,” said Annette, clearly not defeated yet. In the process, she turned her attention to Alex. “It’s nice to see you again, Alex. Would you like something to drink?”

      “I’m good now, thanks,” he said, taking a seat at the table next to Ellie. She turned her sad eyes toward him.

      “How was your first night?” she asked quietly. “Did you sleep okay? Was your housing unit acceptable? Where did they put you?”

      “We slept just fine in our unit in Biosphere Seven,” answered Alex, taking a few moments to fill them both in on the details.

      “Well, I’m glad you’re settling in nicely,” said Annette. “And on behalf of the council, I want to apologize for the reception that you received yesterday. Belladonna and Cassara were out of line to stun you like that.”

      Alex shrugged. “If they hadn’t, I would have killed that bastard Serrano.”

      “And then you’d find yourself in the same predicament that I’m in,” added Ellie, leaning into Alex.

      “You’re way too valuable for us to let anything happen to you,” Annette said to Alex. ``Someone who’s figured out how to kill Jargars like you have; you just might be the person we need to turn this colony around. We’ve been having a lot of dark days lately.”

      “I’m due to see Commander Rooney this afternoon,” said Alex. “The VDF is the best place for me from the sounds of it. And if Vesta is going to be my new home, then I’m going to do all I can to protect her.”

      Annette smiled and looked at Ellie. “I can see why you like him. I rather like him already too.”

      Alex looked over at Ellie, his curiosity getting the better of him. Ellie met his eyes with no shame.

      “I told you that you were going to be popular here,” she said, reaching over to touch his thigh subtly.

      Alex didn’t reply to that and the subject changed quickly.

      “Alex, can you tell me what you know about this Serrano?” asked Annette. “I’ve noticed that most of the other colonists give him a wide berth. And from the rumors I’ve heard, he was the one behind the destruction of your colony ship?”

      “That’s right,” answered Alex, nodding his head. “He didn’t want to come to Vesta. He tried to take over the ship so that we could be rerouted to Dangallu.”

      “Dangallu!” exclaimed Annette. “For what reason?”

      “Why else?” said Ellie. “Dangallu is a haven for sin and sex. Alliance warships don’t go there so it’s filled with the worst kind of people.”

      “Serrano thought if he could just get to Dangallu, he could escape his fate,” added Alex. “We were already starting to figure out that the Jargars were more of a problem than we were told. Plus, Serrano had his reservations about coming to a colony that was governed by women for the most part.”

      “I’ve picked up on that,” said Annette. “Do you think he’s still trying to get to Dangallu?”

      Alex shrugged. “I have no idea. The only reason I know about Dangallu was because he tried to recruit me to his cause.”

      “Recruit you?” asked Ellie. “How did that go?”

      “It went over like a lead balloon,” said Alex with a sly smile. “I told him to go pound sand.”

      Ellie started to laugh. “I would have liked to see that. Too bad.”

      “What I think is going to be a problem with Serrano is that he already has Belladonna’s protection,” said Annette. “I’ve heard they’re already sleeping together.”

      “I’ve heard that as well,” added Alex. “From another colonist on the Racine. To what end, I’m not sure. Whether it’s just to gain power in Vesta, or to use it as a springboard to carry out his Dangallu plan again. With Serrano, it could be either.”

      “We’ll need to keep an eye on them then,” said Ellie. “Belladonna is enough of a problem on her own. I can’t imagine how bad she’d be with 100 kg of pure muscle and criminal guile at her side.”

      “Things just keep getting worse for poor Vesta,” said Annette sadly. “Sometimes I really wonder how we’re going to turn this around.”

      “Would you two be candid with me for a moment?” asked Alex. “How bad is it here? I can’t ignore the things I see with my own eyes, as well as what I hear but you two are part of the leadership here. Or at least you were very recently,” he added, looking at Ellie in particular. “Is Vesta on the verge of failing?”

      Ellie looked over at Annette and the two women shared a long glance together, as if they were silently appraising how much they wanted to tell him. Finally, it was Ellie that spoke.

      “It’s pretty bad, Alex,” she said. “You know about the Jargars, but for the most part, they stay in the hinterlands, where we believe they live. They don’t come down here to the plain, where the city is. The only structure that is really in danger is the mining biosphere up in the foothills.”

      “Normally, this wouldn’t be a problem, except for the fact that we get precious metals out of that mining facility,” added Annette. “And we need those metals, Alex. Vesta is broke. She’s worse than broke, she’s in debt. Running a colony like this one is hugely expensive and we have debts that go back decades that need to be paid. The gold and silver that we pull out of the mines help us to pay those.”

      “But at the cost of losing your population,” said Alex. “From the attacking Jargars?”

      “Precisely,” said Ellie. “We can’t abandon the mines altogether or the colony will fail. But if we keep sending people out there to work them, we keep losing our population. Your colony ship was my last hope. They made it clear that unless we start fulfilling our debts, there will be no further ships.”

      “So now it’s a matter of time,” concluded Annette. “We either pay off our debts and keep the colony running or the Jargars will get us all. Either way, not a great situation with how few of us there really are, even with all the new colonists. Not to mention, Belladonna is making it worse.”

      “How much worse?” asked Alex. “She doesn’t give off the aura of a competent leader, at least from what I saw yesterday.”

      “It’s terrible, Alex,” said Annette. “She’s always been at odds with Ellie but ever since she gained the deciding vote on the council, she’s been pushing through the stupidest, most inconsequential decrees ever. She’s overreaching with her power.”

      “Like what? Can you give me an example?”

      “How about anyone that disagrees with Belladonna suddenly finds themselves on mining duty,” said Ellie. “We’ve lost a good number of friends in recent weeks because they protested my exile. Once they complain about her, she has no qualms about putting them on mining detail, where the life expectancy is measured in weeks instead of years.”

      “She’s slowly quieting all dissent while rewarding those people who support her,” said Annette. “She orchestrated Cassara joining the council to have an extra vote and she’s been taking from the mining fund to enrich herself in the process.”

      “We’ve had more than one situation arise where the funds that could have been used to pay off a bill were instead redirected to Belladonna’s personal account,” said Ellie.

      “So we need to not only get rid of Serrano but Belladonna too,” said Alex. “Vesta can’t survive with both of them here.”

      “That seems to be a good summary of it,” said Annette. “We need to find a way to save Ellie, but the first thing we need to do is get more votes on the council. Anything to outweigh the influence of Belladonna and Cassara.”

      “Which is what we’ve been doing,” said Ellie. “Pouring over every law we have on the books about the Vestan Council and its authority. We’re trying to find a way to call a special election.”

      “I know I’ve seen it before,” said a frustrated Annette. “I just can’t remember where it was.”

      “We have to find it,” insisted Ellie. “I don’t want to be the first leader of Vesta to be executed for an imagined capital offense.”

      There was something about that statement that caused Annette’s eyes to temporarily glaze over. Suddenly, she popped up as her mouth fell open.

      “Wait a second, capital offense! I know where I saw it before!”

      She opened her P-com and started a search. Alex could see that she was searching through law documents by reading the print on her hologram. He and Ellie waited not so patiently as Annette searched for what she was looking for.

      Finally, she found it.

      “Yes!” said Annette triumphantly as a beaming grin appeared on her pretty face. “I found it! I knew I’d seen it before!”

      “What is it, tell me,” insisted Ellie, trying to slide around so she could see what Annette was reading.

      “It’s part of the statutes on capital punishment,” said Annette. “That’s why we couldn’t find it in the laws regarding the structure of the Vestan Council. But here, look at this.”

      Annette began to read directly from the document. “Article three, section eight. Any decision regarding the use of capital punishment must be agreed upon by the Vestan Council with a minimum of four out of five votes to see the punishment carried out. Failure to meet the minimum votes will render capital punishment invalid and prevent it from being carried out. Another punishment will have to be agreed upon by a new vote with a four-fifths majority. This new punishment cannot be capital in nature.”

      Annette then drifted a little lower to read another statute. “And right here, it also confirms that any decisions on capital punishment must be decided upon with a full five council members.”

      With those words, Annette closed her P-com and beamed with a grin. “That’s how we beat them! We need to have the elections first and then we’ll have a trial!”

      “But that means we need to capture one of the empty seats,” said Ellie. “If Belladonna gets both seats, we’ll be in the same position we’re in now.”

      “Then we just have to make sure she doesn’t get both,” said Alex before turning to Annette. “I doubt Ellie can run again for one of the open seats, right?”

      “Correct, especially considering she’s the subject of the trial,” said Annette. “Sorry, Ellie, that’s the law.”

      “Then we just need two people that can run that aren’t liable to want to see Ellie dead,” said Alex. “That shouldn’t be too hard, right?”

      “Not too hard,” confirmed Annette. “Especially now that the people see just what it means to be ruled by Belladonna. Many of Ellie’s harshest critics are now seeing that things are getting worse. They’ll be likely to go easy on her.”

      “Sounds like we have a plan then,” said Alex. “Now we just need to find our candidates.”

      Annette popped up from the table, sending her red hair flying. “I need to get this to Belladonna and Cassara immediately so we can postpone the trial!”

      No sooner had she said it than she was out the door, leaving Alex with Ellie.

      “Well, she seems pretty excited,” joked Alex.

      Ellie laughed. “She’s my cousin. She’s probably the closest person I have in Vesta. If anyone can save my skin, it’s Annette.”

      “Well, I’m glad you have her here. And I’m glad we have some options now.”

      Ellie scooted closer, invading his personal space. “And I’m glad I have you here too. I like you a lot, Alex. I kind of miss being out in the wild, when it was just us out there.”

      “You mean when I had your hands tied up and when we weren’t being stalked by Jargars?” he teased.

      She grinned at him. “It wasn’t all that bad. I had you to protect me out there. And even in here, you’re still protecting me. I like that in a man, Alex. Tell me, have you given any more thought to my offer? With you and Jenna?”

      Alex shook his head. “Not yet. Jenna and I are still figuring each other out too.”

      “Well, hurry up, will you?” teased Ellie. “I’m getting tired of waiting for an answer.”

      “Just hold on a little longer,” said Alex, chuckling. “We’ll get there.”
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      Ellie didn’t protest, and a short while later, Alex left the unit. His mission to find Vitale. The only problem was he didn’t know where he was, and he didn’t think to ask directions before he left.

      Finally, he had to stop someone to ask.

      That person turned out to be a woman around the same age as Alex. She had hair the color of snow but also a deep, dark tan that was just as unnatural. She seemed startled when he stopped her but she at least appeared helpful.

      “Excuse me, I’m trying to find my way to see Vitale,” said Alex as he tapped his P-com. “My P-com isn’t activated yet and I know he’s—”

      “You’re Alex Hawthorne, aren’t you?” she interrupted, giving him a smile.

      Alex gave her an odd look. “How did you know my name?”

      “Because you’ve made quite the stir since you’ve been here,” she said with a laugh. “I saw the video of you beating the crap out of that guy yesterday. It was on the Vestan news channel. Is it true he slept with your wife?”

      Alex shook his head. “No, no, no, that’s not what happened at all—”

      She shrugged her shoulders. “It looked like he had it coming to him anyway. I also heard you’re the one that killed five Jargars with only your hands.”

      “I see the news here as a tendency to make exaggerations,” said Alex dryly.

      She didn’t seem to get the joke. “So you didn’t kill them?”

      “Well, I did, but there were only two of them. And I had my pulse pistol—”

      “So the rumors are true,” she said, taking a step closer. “Tell me, have you taken a wife yet?”

      “Uh, no.”

      “So you don’t have a woman then?”

      “I do, but we’re not married. It’s a little complicated actually.”

      She didn’t act like that was much of a deterrent. “Complicated is fine. Technically, I’m married too but I’d leave him if you’re looking for a wife. A big strong fellow like you would be excellent in bed. Is it okay if I get a feel for your cock?”

      She didn’t even wait before reaching forward and trying to grab him. Alex sidestepped out of the way.

      “You know, I’m kind of in a hurry,” he said. “I need to go see Vitale in Biosphere Four. He’s the tech guy from what I’ve heard.”

      “Oh, you mean the mad scientist?” she asked with a laugh. “We all know who Vitale is. He’s our resident nerd. He’s good with a screwdriver but unfortunately, that’s the only thing he’s good at if you catch my drift.”

      “Uh, sure,” said Alex. “So will I reach him if I keep going this way?”

      “Not unless you want to go the long way,” she said. “Backtrack a little until you see a path off to your left. Keep your eyes open for the sign that says Biosphere Four. Once you find the pathway, follow it to housing unit fourteen. It’ll be on your right.”

      “Perfect, thank you,” said Alex as he tried to walk away.

      “Wait a second,” she said. “My name is Michelle Baird. I live in Biosphere Nine. Stop over and see me sometime! My husband usually works the day shift.”

      She ended that last statement with a wink, leaving no doubt to her intentions. Alex just gave her a wave and continued on his way, shaking his head and chuckling at the people of this colony.

      At least her instructions proved to be good. Alex found unit fourteen and opened the door, finding a small entryway where a woman was sitting behind a desk. Just next to the woman was a pair of double doors, leading into what Alex suspected was a lab area.

      The woman had a very attractive face but her most noticeable attribute was her hair. Every strand was a different color, giving it a rainbow effect that was incredibly unique.

      “Good morning, how can I help you?” she asked as Alex stopped at the desk. Before Alex could even open his mouth, she stuck her finger in the air. “Let me guess, you’re here to see Vitale, right?”

      “How did you know?” he asked, smiling at her.

      She leaned forward and gave him a wink. “You just have that kind of look about you. Like a man on a mission.”

      “Funnily enough, I am. I need to activate my new P-com.”

      “Ah, so you must be Alex Hawthorne then. Vitale told me you might be stopping by.”

      “That’s me,” said Alex. “I take it you work for Vitale?”

      The woman giggled. “Work for Vitale is one way to put it. He’s everything to me. My boss, my friend, and my lover.”

      Alex wasn’t sure what to make of that, especially since Michelle had told him earlier that Vitale wasn’t much with the women. Perhaps she’d been mistaken?

      “Anyway, just go through those double doors and you’ll find him tinkering around in there,” she continued. “And if you need or want anything, just let me know. My name is Tabby.”

      “Thanks, Tabby, but there is one thing I need to know,” said Alex. “How did you get your hair like that?”

      Tabby grabbed a handful of her strands and leaned in forward. “I could tell you but I don’t think I will. I can’t give away all my secrets now,” she whispered before hitting him with another wink.

      Alex only chuckled and headed to the double doors. He could hear Tabby giggling behind him, and he suspected she was watching him leave. He wondered if everyone in this colony was as oversexed as Tabby and Michelle (and Ellie to a certain degree).

      Once he was inside, his suspicions were proven to be correct. This was the laboratory of the mad scientist. Alex had never seen so many computers in one place. There was a large workstation just off to his left containing at least ten screens and three keyboards around one singular chair. Rows and rows of tools, everything that could possibly be imagined that could be used at the time, were next to the workstation, as well as several unfinished products. Alex saw one project that looked like it had been a Womb’an at one point, although it was missing the cranial covering where the computer was housed. The woman’s face was relaxed though, as if she didn’t seem to mind.

      On the other side of the laboratory was a large server farm, spanning many rows and separated by a glass partition, no doubt for security. As large as the farm was, Alex suspected it wasn’t the main operations center for the entire colony, and it was probably more of the playground for Vitale.

      “You’re exactly right!”

      Alex heard the words and looked around for the owner. He found the man a short distance away, clutching a small handheld device that had a giant microphone that looked to be pointed in his direction. The man was of average height with messy dark hair that looked more like a mop that was draped over his head. He had large, round glasses and his face had several days of stumble on it.

      “Excuse me?” asked Alex. “What was that?”

      The man grinned and pointed to the server farm. “You’re wondering if those servers were for the colony or whether they belonged to me personally. Your thoughts used the word playground for them. You are correct. They belong to me for personal use.”

      Alex’s mouth dropped. “How did you know that?”

      The man shook the device in his hand. “Mind-reading technology. This device bounces electromagnetic waves through your brain until it identifies the speech patterns being transmitted into your head, forcing them out for the receiver to read. In literal terms, it shakes out the thoughts so I can read them.”

      “I bet that comes in handy,” said Alex, chuckling.

      “Wait, let me guess,” said the man, holding up his hand. “You want to think of something and make me guess what it is, right? No one’s a believer until it happens twice. Okay, I’ll play. Think of something really quick.”

      “What, like a number or something?”

      “Yes! Wait, no! Think of your favorite hobby. Or your favorite girl. Or your favorite thing to do with your favorite girl. Yes, think of that!”

      Alex couldn’t help but grin as his mind tried to conjure up the right image. He put his mind to the task, and the image that came up was showering with Jenna, watching her soap up her flawless, nude body.

      Surprisingly, the man wasn’t able to pick it up. He started to pound on the side of the device.

      “Damnit, I’m not picking up anything. I don’t get it. It was fine just a moment ago. Why isn’t it working?”

      “Maybe we jinxed ourselves,” suggested Alex.

      “Not likely but it is new technology.”

      The man shrugged and set it down before walking closer to Alex. “If you haven’t figured it out yet, my name is Vitale Grieco.”

      “Ah, yes, the mad scientist,” joked Alex. “You seem to have quite the reputation here.”

      Vitale raised an eyebrow. “You’re one to talk mister I-kill-Jargars-with-my-own-hands. As you can see, I’m not the only one with a reputation here. Which, that reminds me of something.”

      Vitale snapped his fingers and marched to the other side of the room, where his main workstation was. He opened up one of the screens and started to click away.

      “Blasted Jargars!” he cursed before gesturing to Alex to join him. “Do you see this screen here?”

      Alex moved over and looked at what seemed like a video feed. Except it only seemed to be focused on a small patch of dirt.

      “I don’t get it,” said Alex. “What am I looking at?”

      “You’re looking at the Jargars’ handiwork,” muttered Vitale. “I set up the camera feeds for extra security around the mining biosphere but those blasted creatures keep knocking them down in the night. Security around the mining biosphere is already as bad as it gets but not having eyes on the surrounding terrain means the miners up there get no warning system.”

      “So you’re saying the Jargars have been knocking them down every night? Why do you think that’s happening?”

      Vitale shrugged. “Some Vestans say they think the cameras look like food to creatures like the Jargars. I’m not of that opinion myself. I think the Jargars are doing it because they are intelligent and they know the cameras protect us. Without the protection, it’s easier for them to kill us. But that’s just my theory. In any event, it means that I now have to send another detail to fix the cameras yet again. Not exactly something I’m looking forward to.”

      At that moment, the double doors opened and Tabby came into the room, her rainbow-colored hair blowing behind her. She took one look at them and crossed her arms.

      “I’m glad to see you two are getting along so well. Vitale could certainly use a good friend.”

      “Tabby, please,” said Vitale, clearly embarrassed. “I don’t need any more friends. I have you.”

      She used her finger to wag in front of him. “You and I both know that’s BS, my love. Besides, it’s nice to see some other people in here. By the way, Alex, can I get you a drink?”

      “Sure, just a water is—”

      Before Alex had the chance to complete the sentence, Tabby promptly collapsed. She hit the tiled floor like a sack of bricks, making a loud commotion and shocking the hell out of Alex.

      He moved quickly to her position to see what was wrong. This didn’t appear to be something ordinary, like a fainting spell.

      This looked so much more deadly.
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      “Vitale, what the hell happened to her?” he asked, putting his hand against her neck to feel for a pulse.

      His heart started to race when he felt nothing.

      To his utter shock, Vitale didn’t seem alarmed by her fall. In fact, he started to pull a cable out that had been tucked behind his workstation.

      “Vitale, what’s going on?” demanded Alex.

      Vitale waved his hand. “It’s all good, Alex. I just forgot to charge her. She must have lost power.”

      Alex gave one look at Tabby before turning back to Vitale. “Do you mean . . .”

      “Yes, she’s not a real person. She’s an android.”

      The shock was still visible on Alex’s face as Vitale grabbed a cable and opened the rear cranial port to Tabby’s head. Just like that, a sliding strip opened to reveal a power connection.

      “She’s not real?” asked Alex, very confused. “How could that be?”

      Vitale gave him an odd look. “You’ve never been around androids before? Never seen an ArtFriend or a Womb’an?”

      “I’ve seen them both but it’s not hard to tell that they’re not real,” explained Alex. “Even the Womb’an, which is supposedly the top of the line android out there, is still kind of crude when it comes to sentience. But this, what is this?”

      Vitale hoisted Tabby to her feet and pulled her closer to his workstation, where he was able to set her upright. The look on her face was vacant as power flowed from his computer into hers.

      “Tabby is my own invention,” said Vitale with a beaming grin. “You see, Alex, I was of the same opinion as you. I found what was available on the market in terms of sentient androids to be extremely lacking. And while I’ve only inspected some of the Womb’ans that have recently arrived with the other new colonists, I’m still not impressed. They’re hardly one step above ArtFriends. You still feel like you’re communicating with something that’s been programmed by a human, and I despise that. So I did the next best thing. I created my own.”

      “How?” asked Alex, still flabbergasted. “The company that makes the Womb’ans, Inspiration Technologies, is thought of to be as cutting edge as it gets. You’re just one guy here, right? How did you create something so much more life-like than they did?”

      “It wasn’t easy, let me tell you. I’ve been working on Tabby for years. Not so much her body but her mind. The computer that works her brain has been one of my greatest accomplishments. I’ve poured into her, years of programming for every possible scenario and speech that I could think of. For the first few years, she was still incredibly basic but I eventually reached a point that she was passable. From there, I worked on refinement, tinkering with her pattern responses until I’ve gotten her almost perfect.”

      Vitale beamed proudly as he looked at Tabby. “She is my most important life’s work. I’ve figured out how to clone her brain, creating what I call ‘personality packages’ so that anyone can get their own Tabby, personalized to their likes and dislikes. I’ve even created another version of her that is very similar but with subtle differences in her personality. I call her Tammy, and they treat each other like sisters. For their bodies, I use old ArtFriend packages which have been upgraded with the new personality package. Personally, I’m extremely pleased with them.”

      “Where is Tammy now?” asked Alex, very curious to see more of the android.

      “She’s over here,” said Vitale, gesturing for Alex to follow. They moved further back into the laboratory until they found a similar-looking android to Tabby lying prone on a workbench. Just like Tabby, her rear cranial passage was also opened.

      “I found a glitch in Tammy’s software that I had to overwrite. She should be back in action in a day or two,” explained Vitale. “In those early years, I spent more time with the girls turned off than I did with them turned on. But once they were turned on, well, they were . . . incredible.”

      Vitale couldn’t help the smile that filled his face. It was one that Alex recognized instantly.

      “I know the ArtFriends were equipped with real anatomy,” said Alex. “I’m guessing when Tabby said that you were her lover that she wasn’t exactly mincing words.”

      The smile left Vitale’s face. “Some people think that I’m weird for that. Especially my fellow Vestans. I’m attached to two incredible women, but does it make me less of a man because neither of them are considered real women? That they are women that I’ve built from the ground up? Tabby and Tammy are more real than most of the women in Vesta. They have dreams, they talk intelligently, and they care about me deeply. How is that any different from what I can get from a real woman?”

      “It’s very impressive technology,” said Alex. “But it sounds like it’s made you the outcast of Vesta.”

      Vitale blew air through his cheeks. “To say the least. For many years, people speculated that I was gay. Not that there’s anything wrong with that but I prefer my rear rectal cavity be used for what nature intended it for. It was only once Tabby and Tammy were born that I found the fulfillment and partnership that I needed. I’m a happy man, Alex. And I like to stay that way.”

      “How much tension has it caused here in Vesta?” asked Alex. “I’ve only been here a day and I’ve already found the women to be . . .”

      “Oversexed, pushy harpies?” finished Vitale.

      Alex chuckled. “Let’s just go with ‘aggressive’.”

      “You should have been here a few years ago, when the Jargars first arrived. It was even worse, if that’s even believable.”

      “How so?”

      Vitale shook his head quickly. “Vesta has had a very hard decade to say the least. It all started when the Jargars came. We had even numbers of men and women for most of our existence and that tended to produce monogamous marriages where just about everyone was happy. They were pretty stable marriages as well. With most of the people here attached to someone else and with the close proximity that we live to each other, there wasn’t a lot of room for adultery or the bachelor lifestyle. People tended to get married young and stay that way.”

      Vitale took a deep breath before he continued. “But once the Jargars took off a good portion of the male population in Vesta, things started to change. Our gender balance was completely destroyed. There were three women for every man in Vesta. For the longest time, we tried to carry on with the same monogamy that we’d been ingrained with but it started to show cracks very quickly.”

      “I’m guessing the cheating and sleeping around really started to ratchet up a level.”

      “You have no idea, Alex. Suddenly, you had guys who never had much attention in their lives become viable husband prospects overnight. The remaining women sought desperately to be attached to one of the surviving males but since most of them were already married, there was slim pickings. They took what they could get. Even a slacker twenty-year-old had his pick of some of the hottest women in the colony. And marriage vows became a farce. Women would regularly seduce and sleep with another woman’s husband with the hopes of stealing him away for herself. All the men here were being fought over and sex was the way the women fought those battles.”

      Vitale shrugged. “If you were a man on Vesta in those days, you weren’t that unhappy with the outcome. Sure, the Jargars could mean death at any time, but you had a constant flow of women hoping to share your bed and eventually become your wife. Sex with a new partner was just around the corner so the men weren’t complaining much but it was tearing the women apart. Cattiness and drama were found everywhere. Women who’d been friends for their entire lives were suddenly ripped apart because they went after the same man. Families were torn apart. It became rare for children to live with their actual biological parents because they’d probably switched partners several times before they were a few years old. It was a mess.”

      “At least our birth rates never plummeted,” continued Vitale. “The women here saw pregnancy as a means to keep men and so they never used birth control when they went after someone else’s husband. A lot of kids were born out of wedlock and that only added to the misery. Finally, something had to be done. There are a few people out there who still argue about who did it first. Some claim it came from one of the council members of the time while others claim it came from the men who were tired of pretending. But what happened was the men started being public about how many women they were seeing. And that meant the women had to accept that they were no longer in a monogamous relationship.”

      “They had to have known that was the case though,” said Alex. “With all that sleeping around that was going on, they knew their man was probably getting something else on the side.”

      “They knew but they had blinders on,” replied Vitale. “They kept their heads buried in the sand for as long as possible, turning a blind eye to their husband sneaking out of their biosphere in the night and returning in the morning. Or to other women hanging around their husband. Finally, enough was enough. Once the first polygamous pairs became public, there was a shift in the mindset of the colony. Logic started to win for the first time in years. It was seen that with the gender imbalance, polygamous pairings were the only way that there could be stability here. It took some time for that idea to gain acceptance but everyone was happier for it once it did.”

      Vitale held up a finger. “For one, the women were happier. They could share a man publicly and both be acknowledged as his wives. It took away all the sneaking around and backstabbing that was going on. Most of the time, the mistresses were invited into the family home and they started sharing a bed together. Over time, those mistresses were invited into the marriage itself. The levels of drama and cattiness went down drastically and a lot of friendships were mended in the process.”

      “The men were still happy as well, if not happier. No longer did the spectre of discovery hang over their heads. Their wives now accepted their mistress as a co-wife, bringing stability back into the household.”

      Vitale shrugged. “The last few years have been much better ever since it happened. As a people, we’re open about our customs not out of pride but out of necessity. This is the lot that’s been forced on us and we’ve made the best of it. That’s not saying there’s total harmony now though. Of course, you’ll still have some aggressive women who move from husband to husband. And you’ll still have an openness to sex here that you won’t find elsewhere, mainly because most of the people here see sex as not a big deal since there’s so much of it going on. But for the most part, we’re happier because of it.”

      “Very interesting to hear the entire story,” said Alex. “I came in with Ellie Vesta, who briefly explained it to me as well, but hearing the full history of it, it makes sense now.”

      “Ellie Vesta was one of the first to accept a polygamous pairing,” replied Vitale. “This was years ago, mind you, when she’d only turned twenty but it was her and her cousin Annette that started one of the first pairings with a man named Walker Haas. You can say that it was because of Ellie that we have mass acceptance of our Vestan way of life.”

      Alex was still thinking about Ellie when Vitale suddenly stood up. “So I know hearing the whole thing is a bit of a drag. I mean, what man gets excited about unlimited sex with multiple partners? But is it something you think you can tolerate while you’re here?”

      Alex started to laugh. “You guys drive a hard bargain with that but I think I can manage.”

      Vitale grinned. “As long as you don’t try to take Tabby or Tammy from me, we’ll be fine. Those two are mine. By the way, that reminds me of something. I know most of the new colonists were issued Womb’ans on the passage to Vesta. Do you still have yours?”

      “No, actually, mine was destroyed,” replied Alex. “There was an . . . issue back on the ship.”

      Vitale pursed his lips. “Oh, I understand.”

      Then Vitale leaned in closer to Alex. “What would you think if I could bring her back?”

      “What’s the catch?” asked Alex. “I’ve been around long enough to know that favors like that don’t usually come without strings attached.”

      Vitale grinned. “I like you, Alex. You have a brain. I also like that you’ve come here to spend some time in my lab. Not many Vestans will. They see me as a weirdo and a recluse, which admittedly, I kind of am. But that doesn’t mean that they can ignore me except for when they need me. I just appreciate that you didn’t ask me to finish activating your P-com and then just leave. You’ve shown some curiosity for my work.”

      “So that’s it? Nothing else?”

      Vitale’s eyes rolled upward. “Well, there is something you could do for me.”

      “There’s always a catch,” replied Alex, chuckling.

      “Not a big one though,” said Vitale. “It’s about my cameras. I need help getting them upright again, and hopefully to stay upright for the foreseeable future. And from what I’ve heard, you’re about to enter the VDF. Their primary area of operations is the mining biosphere. Plus there’s that little rumor about you killingJargars, so it’s not like I’m asking you a big favor.”

      “So if I go out and fix your cameras over at the mining biosphere, you’ll bring back my Womb’an? How exactly would you do that?”

      “Easy peasy,” replied Vitale. “All of the data is stored on the mainframe of Inspiration Technologies, in their vast data farm in the Vega System, home of the marketplace planet of Emporium. We have a direct satellite link to Emporium, which is only twenty light-years away. Give me a little time to request her personality file from them and I can get started with adding in my additional ‘upgrade’ package. Someone on the Racine had the good thinking to throw most of the supplies into an escape pod before the ship blew up. Thanks to them, I have several spare bodies of Womb’ans that have never been activated. I can put the new data into one of the unused bodies quite easily.”

      “You make it sound too easy,” joked Alex.

      “Well, it is when you’re me,” said Vitale as a grin broke out on his face. He then leaned in closer. “Tell me, did you get a chance to test out your Womb’an before it was destroyed?”

      Alex nodded. “Yeah, once. We just had a massage though because she died before I could get her programmed to be… you know, normal.”

      “Well? How was it?”

      “It wasn’t bad,” said Alex, remembering Kristina. “It just wasn’t very life-like. I knew it was an android and I just don’t know how to process that.”

      Vitale patted him on the shoulder. “Just wait until you get her back and you can’t tell the difference between her and a real woman. Then you’ll really be in for a treat.”

      Alex chuckled. “I’ll take your word for it. Personally though, I didn’t have much time with her. You don’t really need to wait for the data file from Emporium because there’s not much to it.”

      “Even better! That will bring the turnaround time drastically down. I’ll let you know when she’s ready! Oh, before I forget, let me activate your P-com before you leave. I’m sorry that it took so long with yours but it just wouldn’t finish loading last night. Let me see it?”

      Alex handed over his P-com while Vitale plugged it into one of his uplinks. While he was doing so, Tabby suddenly came to life. She cradled her head with her hand, which looked kind of funny because she was also still plugged in at the time.

      “Wow, I just had the craziest dream,” said Tabby, shaking her head slightly.

      Alex shot a look at Vitale. “Do they actually dream?”

      “No, they don’t,” he answered, still working on the P-com. “It’s just programming that I’ve put into her so they seem real. But I have put in numerous dream sequences so she could describe them to you if you like.”

      Tabby started to laugh and she leaned in closer to Alex. “They feel real to me. The dreams, that is. Sometimes, I think Vitale doesn’t know what he’s talking about!”

      Alex could only marvel at the creation in front of him. She was just so . . . real.

      He turned to look at Vitale. “I’m really looking forward to seeing what you come up with.”

      “You can always put your trust in Vitale,” he said, pointing his finger at his chest. “It was nice to meet you, Alex. I’m looking forward to seeing you around.”

      “Likewise, Vitale. Likewise.”
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      Alex left Vitale’s lab with a definite spring in his step. He was impressed by the “mad scientist” and found him to be both intelligent and personable, and that was even without the whole Tabby/Tammy situation. His mind drifted back to his small interactions with his Womb’an, Kristina, and wondered what she would be like with Vitale’s new additions.

      Not only did he like Vitale as a person, but his technology could be seriously helpful in the future.

      Speaking of technology. Alex checked his P-com and found full functionality of the device. He also noticed he had a message on there from Commander Rooney of the Vestan Defense Force. The message was brief and to the point, asking Alex to meet with him in the VDF headquarters on Biosphere Five.

      Using his newly activated P-com, Alex didn’t have to ask directions this time around, following the trail as it led to Rooney’s office. Rooney also had a secretary guarding his front door, an older woman who was very curt but professional with Alex.

      Finally, the commander was able to see him. Alex stepped into his office and found Rooney sitting behind a cramped and crowded desk.

      Rooney wasn’t that much older than Alex. Alex suspected early forties but judging by the expression on his face, he’d been the commander for some time. Deep lines of worry cut into his forehead and he already had a nice patch of gray hair around the sides of his head. There was a bottle of half-empty alcohol just behind his desk on a stand, and Alex suspected that Rooney took frequent hits of the bottle, no doubt from stress.

      Instead of shaking his hand, Alex offered him a crisp salute, the same that he’d been taught when he served in the Bastards Battalion.

      “Commander Rooney, my name is Alex Hawthorne.”

      Rooney acknowledged his salute with a simple head nod before gesturing to Alex to sit down.

      “Welcome to Vesta, Alex Hawthorne. I can see you have some military experience but we’ll cover that in a moment. You’re probably wondering why I called you in to see me today.”

      “I have my suspicions, sir,” replied Alex.

      “Most of the colony is talking about you, Alex. But it was the footage of you beating the shit out of the other new arrival. What was his name, Serrano or something? Either way, you almost killed that man yesterday with your bare hands.”

      “And I would have if someone hadn’t intervened.”

      Rooney’s gaze narrowed. “What do you have against him?”

      “It was his fault that our colony ship was destroyed. He tried to hijack it.”

      “Well then I can see why there’s some animosity there. Either way, I knew that anyone that fights like you do, with the speed that you have, would be a great fit for the VDF. I called in a favor to Annette Moore to ask if she would consider me stealing you for my force. Apparently, Annette had the same idea I had.”

      “She did mention that when I saw her this morning,” said Alex. “Even Ellie Vesta said the same thing.”

      “Yes, they know talent when they see it,” replied Rooney. “And so do I. So I have one more question for you. Probably the most important that you’ll be asked today.”

      “What’s that, sir?”

      Rooney leaned in closer. “Did you really kill two Jargars with only your hands?”

      “I had to use a pulse pistol to finish them off,” replied Alex. “But only after they’d closed the distance with me.”

      “Jesus H. Christ,” swore Rooney. “So it is true. Do you understand that you’re the only human that’s made physical contact with a Jargar and lived to tell about it?”

      “I can see why,” replied Alex. “They’re fast bastards for their size. Strong too.”

      Rooney grunted. “Now I have to have you in the VDF. Your experience, or whatever you did to kill those sons of bitches, is desperately needed. I won’t ask you to join until you’ve seen the complete picture of what we’re dealing with but I want to know more about you. I want to know about your prior military experience.”

      “Have you heard about the Orbital Wars back on Earth?” asked Alex.

      “I have. Messy business, but such is life for the rich members of the Consortium. Making private armies just so they can play soldier is the hobby of those with too much money and not enough brains.”

      “That seems to be a good description of most of the lower members of the Consortium. Either way, I was young and stupid enough to sign up. I fought for nearly fifteen years before my unit was discharged once the fighting was outlawed. I learned everything I know about being a soldier from that group.”

      “Like what? Tell me more.”

      Alex spent the next fifteen minutes going over all the questions that Rooney could come up with. The commander wanted to know what weapons he was familiar with, his impressions about body armor as well as his preferred fighting tactics. Lastly, Rooney asked him for a play-by-play of all his major battles.

      “And that’s when the ceiling fell on me, breaking my back,” finished Alex after telling him everything. “All the private armies were disbanded and I needed to heal. That was the end of my fighting days, well until now.”

      “That’s pretty goddamn impressive, Alex. You have more actual combat experience than I do. I’m wondering if this situation shouldn’t be reversed. Maybe you should be the one sitting here at this desk?”

      Alex chuckled. “Command is for those that are patient. I’m not sure I have the temperament to do that sort of thing long term.”

      “Not many do,” replied Rooney. “But, you’re certainly well-qualified. The job is yours if you want it. I’m thinking about putting you in command as an officer, perhaps as one of my lieutenants or maybe second in command. But you need to know the full situation, like I said earlier. Are you sure you want to hear the long and short of it?”

      Alex nodded. “I have to know what we’re up against here. Even if it’s an ugly picture.”

      “Ugly picture?” scoffed Rooney. “Goddamnit, the whole studio is on fire, Alex. Not just the picture. Here’s something more concrete. I estimated that before the colony ship arrived, Vesta had probably five to six months left before she became a failed colony.”

      Alex’s eyebrows raised in amazement. “That’s it?”

      Rooney nodded. “Maybe more or maybe less. At the rate we’re losing men, that seemed pretty accurate to me. Your infusion of new colonists will hold that at bay for a time but the problem is that the Jargars are killing us off faster than we can reproduce. We may only have less than a year still unless we find a way to stem the tide.”

      “I’m told most of the attacks happen around the foothills, where the mines are,” said Alex.

      “You’re correct about that. And the mines are an essential operation here in Vesta. It’s the only way the colony can get out of debt. That’s the biggest catch-22 you’ve ever seen, Alex. Either we shut down the mines and the colony goes insolvent or we keep running them and we run out of men. We’re fucked either way. Now, leadership is determined that the mines need to be protected at all cost. So at least we won’t die with empty stomachs.”

      “Is there no other source of revenue that Vesta can use to pay off her creditors?” asked Alex.

      “Nothing else that is viable,” replied Rooney. “So the mines have to be maintained.”

      Rooney leaned across the table. “Do you want to see them?”

      “See what, sir?”

      Rooney grinned. “The mines. Do you want to go there?”

      Alex swallowed heavily. “Yes, yes, I do.”
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      “Are you sure this is the best idea, Alex? I don’t want you to get any more hurt than you already are.”

      Alex shook his head and smiled. He was looking at a hologram of Jenna through his newly-activated P-com. It had only been five minutes since Commander Rooney of the VDF had asked him about whether he’d like to see the mines, and Alex had readily agreed. Before they left though, Rooney was going to grab two pulse rifles out of the arsenal, and Alex figured he’d test out his P-com by calling Jenna.

      “It’s completely fine,” he assured her. “If I’m going to be in the VDF, I’m going to have to get used to going to the mining biosphere anyway. From the sounds of it, that’s where all the action is.”

      Jenna bit her lip. “I still don’t like it that much, Alex. There are still Jargars out there, and even if you’ve managed to kill two of them, they’re still incredibly dangerous.”

      Alex grinned. “So am I. Don’t worry, I’ll be careful.”

      “Please do. Come home soon.”

      The transmission ended right as Rooney walked into the room carrying two pulse rifles, one strapped to each shoulder as well as a helmet and some armor.

      “That your wife?” asked Rooney, gesturing to his P-com.

      “My landing-partner,” replied Alex.

      “Oh, I see,” said Rooney, shaking his head and chuckling. “All of you newbies have ‘landing-partners’ instead of wives. Personally, I’m not sure what the difference is. Aren’t they the same thing?”

      “It feels that way,” answered Alex. “But I think the landing-partners are eventually supposed to become our wives, at least in Vestan custom.”

      Rooney grunted and handed over the helmet and the armor. It took Alex a few moments to get situated, finding that this armor wasn’t too different from what he used back on the orbital ring. The pulse rifle was definitely familiar though.

      “You know how to shoot a Tigwalt4 Rifle, right?”

      Alex smiled while taking the rifle and slinging it over his shoulder. “I’m pretty familiar with it. It was our primary weapon during the Orbital Wars. I had to put one too many punks down with it.”

      “Except in Vesta, you’ll be putting down Jargars, although you might find a reason to put down a punk or two here,” added Rooney. “Anyway, follow me this way.”

      Rooney led Alex through the rest of Biosphere Five until they came to a covered walkway that led away from the city instead of going to another biosphere. This walkway didn’t look as sleek or as modern as the others. In fact, it looked like it was thrown up quite hastily.

      Alex could see that if they kept following the path of this walkway, it would lead them straight to the foothills, which were across a broad plain just outside the city. However, it became quickly apparent that the walkway only went so far. They reached the end of it a short distance outside the city, where a makeshift garage had been erected, guarded by reinforced blast doors.

      “We don’t have the luxury of a covered walkway all the way to the mining biosphere,” explained Rooney. “Although we are building one, it’s taking a considerable amount of time. Speaking frankly, the Jargars keep snatching the workers. For now though, we use rovers to take us between the city and the mining biosphere. It’s a hell of a lot quicker than walking.”

      Rooney opened up the garage door, showing off smaller four-wheeled vehicles that looked like something that would be called a jeep centuries ago. There was enough room for four passengers and there was a mounted pulse rifle in the back that could be used defensively. While quite handy in most situations, Alex saw that there wasn’t much in the way of protection for the riders.

      “Do Jargars still attack these rovers?” asked Alex.

      “They do, when they are feeling particularly vicious,” answered Rooney. “Just last month, we lost one completely, as well as the four men who’d been inside it.”

      “If that’s the case, why don’t we use crawlers to go back and forth?” asked Alex. “Seems like they have much more protection and I think the Jargars wouldn’t be so inclined to mess with them.”

      “We have a limited number of crawlers and by the order of the Vestan Council, we aren’t permitted to use them for shuttle service,” said Rooney, making a face that told Alex he heartily disagreed with that particular order.

      “That’s incredibly stupid for a colony that’s bleeding population like Vesta,” replied Alex.

      Rooney sighed. “There’s a lot of stupid things going on here, Alex. Believe me, that’s just the tip of the iceberg. For now, let’s hop in and get moving. I’ll grab someone to man the pulse rifle while we ride.”

      It only took less than three minutes to find another VDF member to man the gun while Rooney opened the blast doors. Alex had to put his breather on at that point while they were confronted with the Vestan atmosphere. Despite the threat outside, it looked oddly peaceful once they were out in the wild.

      Finally, Rooney turned to face Alex. He had a smirk on his lips.

      “You’re not going to cry on me, are you? The last two men that I introduced to the mines started crying before we even got there.”

      Alex started to laugh. “Of all the shit I’ve seen in my life, this ranks up there with some of the mild stuff. Hit the gas and let’s move.”

      “I like you already, Hawthorne. I think you’re going to fit in well here.”

      With that statement, Rooney wasted no time in putting the pedal down. The rover shot out of the garage like a rocket out of a launcher. Alex was pushed back in his seat as they started to cruise toward the foothills.

      “One day, we’ll have this damn walkway covered entirely,” said Rooney as he drove. “And then this whole detail can be put toward something more useful. It’s the biggest crime that they started work on it too late, after the Jargars took away a good portion of our manpower. But then again, things don’t exactly move quickly here in Vesta.”

      The road let them on a straight shot directly to the foothills but Alex couldn’t help but notice the nearby surroundings of the road. No matter where he looked, he saw the openness of the plain, without a single man-made watchtower or fortress.

      “I can’t help but notice this road is completely exposed and open,” said Alex. “You said Jargar attacks happen on this road all the time?”

      “All the goddamn time,” confirmed Rooney with a grunt. “Those Jargars are too fast. We almost never see them coming even when they do attack.”

      “So why not make this whole area more secure?” asked Alex. “Why don’t I see watchtowers or pillboxes on either side of the road, a good several hundred meters out? They could give advanced warning to any threats and possibly neutralize it long before it hit the road. If you give them enough men on watch, they could make this area a whole lot safer.”

      Rooney swore under his breath. “Already asked for that. They already turned me down.”

      “Who? The Council?”

      Rooney gave him a pointed look. “You should learn that when you’re talking about the Council, I’m talking about Belladonna and Cassara. Those two are the real power in this city. And yes, that’s exactly what I meant. I proposed the same thing to them and they turned it down. According to them, it takes money that we don’t have.” Rooney shook his head. “We’d have the money if Belladonna wasn’t so freehanded with it.”

      “It wouldn’t take that much money to create the watchtowers,” argued Alex. “Once they were in place, they wouldn’t need much except for basic upkeep.”

      “No, but they would need regular manpower and Belladonna argued that with our manpower levels in the VDF being so drained, it’s not a good use of the men we have. At least she’s partially right about that but with all you newbies here, we should be able to fill out the ranks of the VDF once more.”

      The rover started to close the distance and the front soon angled upward as they entered the hilly terrain of the foothills. Soon the plain melted away only to be filled with rocky and rolling land as far as Alex could see. Coming from the direction of the mining biosphere, they passed another rover going back to the city, this one occupied by two VDF members—the driver and the rifleman—as well as three miners who looked entirely exhausted.

      “First shift must be over now,” said Rooney, nodding toward the passing rover. “We might see another rover or two before we get there. This shuttle service is a drain on manpower that I could better use elsewhere.”

      That brought another question to Alex’s mind.

      “So why not use women?”

      Rooney grunted again. “Tried that too. They turned it down too.”

      “For what reason?”

      “Belladonna and Cassara might be open-minded enough to accept the polygamy that we have in Vesta but that doesn’t extend toward what they consider as traditional roles for women. In short, they believe women have no place in the army, and it’s our primary duty as men to protect them. As long as there was one man in Vesta capable of bearing arms, he would be the only member of the VDF and they still wouldn’t consider opening it up to women.”

      “Sheer insanity,” said Alex, shaking his head. “A woman can fire a rifle just as accurately as a man can. With Vesta’s population problem, I would think that’s the easiest way to get more people into the ranks.”

      “You would think so but she doesn’t,” said Rooney. “And what Belladonna thinks, goes. Are you noticing a trend yet?”

      “Yeah, a disturbing one,” grumbled Alex. He started to think of all the ways they would be hampered by a male-only VDF, especially if the Jargar attacks continued in their intensity. And even then, the new colonists would only be able to help so much before they too were brought down in number.

      “Wait a minute, how does that explain Carla?” asked Alex. “She was part of the VDF patrol that brought me into Vesta. How is she still on the force?”

      “Special exception,” replied Rooney. “Carla is one of only two women left in the VDF. All the others have been forcibly retired.  You’ve probably noticed that Carla isn’t the most . . . feminine of women.”

      Alex winced. Though Carla had a pleasant face, she was a little on the butch side, which was probably why she was still allowed.

      “So was that on purpose or just a happy coincidence?” asked Alex.

      “Purpose more than anything. Belladonna doesn’t give a rat’s ass if Carla fights because in her mind at least, Carla is closer to a man than she is a woman. It’s a distinction that’s on very shaky ground but such is the nature of what you get with Belladonna.”

      “I’m beginning to wonder if coming here was the right thing,” muttered Alex. “This place sounds every bit as fucked up as Earth.”

      Rooney snorted. “Never been to Earth so I couldn’t say but this is far from the harmonious and prosperous colony that it used to be billed as. Vesta has a mountain of troubles but the worst thing about it all? We have the intelligence to fix most of our problems. The issue is that no one wants to use that intelligence, especially when it comes to the VDF. Even in the best of times, the VDF is the red-headed stepchild. And now? We’re practically ostracized when we speak up. It doesn’t make for a pleasant working environment, especially for those that just signed up to defend all those people back in the city.”

      “The VDF should be the first priority until we neutralize the Jargar threat,” said Alex. “Anything less than that is madness.”

      “Well, welcome to Vesta,” said Rooney, smirking at him. “You’re just going to have to get used to it.”

      “We’ll see about that,” muttered Alex, already thinking of a game plan.

      The rover had barely entered the foothills before it came upon rockier ground about two kilometers from the plains. Alex watched as the nose of the rover pitched ever upwards as they ascended this rough terrain until they eventually came to a short, semi-flat area that was shaped like a punch bowl.

      It was a punch bowl because the rest of the terrain rose up quickly in elevation all around it. The cliffs that surrounded the flat area were almost sheer in some places while in others it would be a pretty challenging climb.

      Near the center of the punch bowl was a small biosphere, looking almost identical to the ones found in the city.

      “Here we are,” said Rooney, pointing at the enclosed bubble. “Welcome to the deadliest place on Vesta.”
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      The ominous welcome aside, Alex couldn’t help but notice the poor position it was in. Anyone in the bowl would be sitting ducks for predators on top of it, especially the agile Jargars. Alex pictured them swooping down from the rim to pick off any of the miners as they made their way to and from the biosphere. It wasn’t a pretty picture.

      “This is where the bulk of the VDF is deployed, about half of our strength,” said Rooney, pointing out a patrol of two men walking along the inner ring of the bowl. “They’re augmented by two watchtowers for security, as you can see there and there.”

      Rooney pointed out the most ramshackle and poorly-placed watchtowers that Alex had ever seen.

      “Is that all the defense that’s been allocated to the mining operation?” he asked incredulously. “Those watchtowers couldn’t be in worse positions. They have no command over the high ground where they are. Why wouldn’t you put them on the upper rim, where the terrain is rockier?”

      “They were put there because this is where all the mining happens,” said Rooney defensively. “No other seams of gold or silver have been discovered in any other parts of these hills. Not to mention, the ground up there near the rim is rocky and hard to build on. This flat area was easier to put the towers on.”

      “Easier but not more helpful,” replied Alex. “You can’t see anything beyond this flat area, and certainly not what’s going on up on the rim. If you want this territory more secure, it’s important that you command the high ground, so you can see threats coming from further out.”

      “I don’t see the watchtowers being moved anytime soon,” replied Rooney sullenly. “All available manpower on the building detail is allocated toward the protected walkway connecting the mining biosphere to the rest of the city. There are just not enough resources to move them right now.”

      Alex resisted the urge to shake his head. He was beginning to see why Vesta had so many problems. The military wasn’t allowed to do its job and because it was being led by short-sighted civilians, they were overriding and ignoring solid military theory and tactics—to their own peril.

      It was just one more thing that Alex added to his list to speak to the Council about.

      Rooney pulled into a garage attached to the biosphere and turned off the ignition of the rover. They moved past the garage and into the actual biosphere, which was one of the smallest of all those built on the planet. Once inside, Alex could see several miners that had taken a break and were catching a snack in a lounge area. Almost all of them looked haggard and tired.

      “This is the rest area for the miners on their breaks,” informed Rooney. “We have basic storage on this side and refining that takes up the rest of the biosphere. Once a month, the Council will send the crawlers up here to bring the gold and silver down to Vesta after it’s refined.”

      Alex shook his head in disgust. “So they’ll send the crawlers for the gold but not for the miners?”

      “Bingo. Now you can see what’s really important to the Council. And it ain’t human lives.”

      “What about the living quarters here?” asked Alex. “Does anyone stay here full time?”

      “No, not even close. All shifts must come back to the city and it’s forbidden to have any of the miners live here on-site.”

      “Wouldn’t they be protected here though? If most of our losses come on the transit back and forth from the city, wouldn’t it make more sense to have the miners stay here in basic living quarters to reduce the risk?”

      Rooney only gave him a grim smile. “Do I really need to answer that question? Or do you want to think about the trend we’ve started already?”

      “Jesus, this colony is fucked up,” replied Alex. “If we made half the changes we talked about today, your incidence of Jargar attacks would probably be a tenth of what they are currently.”

      “More than likely but that’s the situation we find ourselves in,” said Rooney. “Besides, even if you did get approval for miners to live here, it wouldn’t be popular with the people. Mining detail is the worst task you can get in Vesta. No one wants to be here any longer than they have to. You’ll see once you talk to the men. Everyone is jumpy here and on their guard constantly. Despite the peril of going back to the city, you’ll find most of them are relieved to be going back. It’s better than being here under the constant shadow of death.”

      Rooney led them closer to the edge of the biosphere, which was connected to the one side of the rim where the mines were. Once they were closer, Alex saw there were three separate holes in the side of the rim, leading down into the mines themselves. Each hole had a track system for small vehicles that would lead them inside. It reminded Alex of something he’d read about over a thousand years ago, when mining was done by a rail system in the wild west. This was just a more modern version of it.

      “Come on, I’ll take you down to see the gold,” said Rooney, commandeering one of the carts. “You can leave your rifle up here. Remember to keep your head low. The ceilings can be low at some points down there.”

      Alex hopped in and Rooney turned the cart on. It sprung forward much slower than the rover they were just in but soon enough they were down into the darkness of the mine. Alex could see there was a walking path right next to the track, no doubt for any stragglers that found themselves without a cart to ride. Soon enough, they descended into the deepest part of the mine, where a group of miners were working an obvious seam. It glittered once Rooney turned the light of the car on it—the sign of gold.

      “That right there is the only reason Vesta still has a bright future,” said Rooney. “For all of our problems, that gold is our ticket out of poverty. And these seams go very deep. There’s an estimate here that there’s enough gold in these hills to make every inhabitant of Vesta a multi-billionaire. And if we just keep mining enough, we can mine our problems away.”

      Rooney opened his mouth to say something else but his P-com started to ring at that moment. He looked down at it and swore.

      “Hold on, this is one of my lieutenants out on patrol. Let me take this.”

      Rooney stepped to the side to answer it and was soon engaged in conversation. Alex took the moment to get out of the cart, approaching the seam of gold that was currently being worked on by four miners. He inspected it closely, even running his hands over the seam until one of the miners called out to him.

      “Amazing, isn’t it?”

      Alex turned to look into the face of the man who said it. Dirty as it was, he looked a little different from the rest of the miners that Alex had seen already. Mostly, that was because his eyes still held that spark of life that the others had all lost.

      “You’re one of the new arrivals, aren’t you?” asked the miner. “First time up here?”

      “Was it that obvious?” asked Alex, chuckling to himself. He extended his hand. “Alex Hawthorne.”

      “Randy Milford, and yes it always is,” answered Randy. “You see the first seams of gold and then you think that maybe, just maybe, this Vesta ordeal isn’t as bad as you first thought.”

      “I was more thinking how much struggle we go through just to get our hands on a little tiny chunk of sparkling metal,” replied Alex, touching the seam with his hand again. “Sometimes you wonder if it is all really worth it.”

      “I’ve been wondering that for the entire ten years that I’ve been in Vesta,” said Randy. “I didn’t grow up here. No, that honor goes to Alpha Prime, where most of my family still is.”

      “So what brought you to Vesta then, Randy?”

      He shrugged. “Seemed better off than the life my dad had planned for me. If I stayed on Alpha Prime, I’d most certainly be some kind of desk worker. Probably an accountant or some BS job like that.”

      Alex chuckled. “Let me guess—you’re not one for living a life without any kind of action in it?”

      “Damn straight. I’ll take mining and the risk of certain death any day over that kind of life. So when we had a colony ship of our own stop in Alpha Prime, I said why not? It beats living a life without distinction.”

      “And ten years later, do you still feel the same way?”

      “For the most part. We have our perks here on Vesta, that’s for sure. I certainly enjoy both of my wives. I came here right as the Jargar problem was starting and the relationships began to change. I fooled around with my share of women too, because after all, who wouldn’t? Unlimited sex with many willing girls is something that no man can turn down. But eventually, I settled in with two women who became my wives. I haven’t really looked back since although there are times when I wouldn’t mind giving a new girl a throw. Just for old time’s sake.”

      Alex grinned. “What about children? Got a bunch of them running around?”

      “Four at last count, although there are one or two here and there that look like me. Parentage still isn’t entirely confirmed in my eyes,” answered Randy. “But that’s what Vesta is all about. Making the next generation of miners and VDF and farmers. Hopefully we can outlast this Jargar problem.”

      “It’s a long problem to have for ten years,” said Alex. “Especially with how much they’ve taken down your numbers.”

      “It always happens in spurts,” replied Randy. “If they had been consistently killing us for ten years, there wouldn’t be anyone left. They go hot for a period and then cold. We still haven’t figured out why they do that though.”

      “So what kind of period is it now?” asked Alex. “Hot or cold?”

      “Hot,” replied Randy instantly. “Definitely hot. You’re coming here at a hell of a time. And I have a feeling it won’t be long until all the new arrivals get their first taste of what a Jargar attack looks like. I had a friend of mine get taken not too long. We never found his body. They ran off with it and did god knows what to it.”

      Alex shook his head. “You hate to see that happen to a friend.”

      “I’d almost rather see the remains in front of me,” said Randy quietly. “Even if the body is all mangled. Then I know the ending was quick at least. When they get carried away by the Jargars, I don’t know how long they suffered. I don’t know if they’re still suffering. That bothers me the most. I have to wonder if Greg is still alive out there somewhere and we just don’t know it?”

      That was some food for thought, and Alex questioned whether or not Randy might be right by that assumption. Wasn’t death better off than an endless struggle that you could never win?

      He never got a chance to finish that thought. From somewhere deep within the mine, they heard the sound of low rumbling, which soon unleashed a bloodcurdling scream.

      It caused everyone to stop what they were doing and look in the direction of the noise. Even Rooney shut off his P-com and hopped back in the cart.

      “Hawthorne, let’s go! Someone’s in trouble!”

      The two men moved quickly to the sounds of trouble. As the cart navigated the darkened passages of the mines, Alex couldn’t help but wonder what caused the scream?

      Had a Jargar gotten into the mines? Could they even get access in the first place?

      He could only imagine the kind of carnage he would see if a Jargar had torn up the miners in close quarters but that didn’t seem to be the case as they came upon the distressed scene.

      Rooney had to stop the cart before they found the men as there were rocks and other debris littering the path in front of them. It soon became very apparent what had happened. The roof of this section of the mine had partially caved in, dropping heavy rocks and boulders on the men working here. The man that was screaming had the misfortune of taking most of those big stones on his legs, crushing them underneath.

      “What the hell happened here?” asked Rooney as he climbed over rocks toward the wounded miner.

      “Partial collapse,” answered another miner, who’d been attending to the injured man.

      “How’s that possible?” demanded Rooney. “These passageways into the mine are reinforced. It would take an earthquake of some magnitude to cause a collapse like this.”

      “There was no earthquake down here. We would have felt it otherwise. One second we were working and the next? Poor Tim took the brunt of the fall.”

      “Are you two going to keep talking about me like I’m not even here?” yelled Tim, clutching at his broken legs. “Or are you going to get me back to the damn hospital?”

      “Come on, help me with him,” said Rooney to the other miner.

      They started to remove the rocks that had piled on Tim’s lower half. Alex pitched in as well, and they worked diligently to free the injured man so that he could be loaded onto the mining cart. Once he was secure, they went all the way to the top, emerging into the covered protection of the biosphere.

      “We’re going to have to carry him to the rovers,” said Rooney to Alex. “Come on, it’s not far away.”

      Despite the short distance, Tim screamed most of the way by the way he was carried. The man was nearly unconscious by the time they laid him down across the backseats of the rover. Rooney used his P-com to call ahead to the city to let them know they were coming, but when it came time to leave, Tim was the only one with an objection.

      “Can you give me a rifle or something?” he asked, still clenching his teeth in pain.

      “What the hell do you want a rifle for?” asked Rooney.

      “You know the reason why. The fucking Jargars! If they attack us on the way back, I want a rifle for protection,” said Tim.

      Rooney didn’t think the request was too extreme as he gestured for one of the members of the VDF to grab a spare pulse rifle. In the process, he also had another man grab their original rifles, the ones they put down before going into the mines.

      “There, now both you and Alex have one,” said Rooney to the injured man. “Just don’t shoot us by accident, got it?”

      Tim nodded and the rover rocketed out of the garage a short while later, getting on the road down to the city. In the back, Tim screamed and yelled as they went over every bump in the road but he seemed to take his job of watching for Jargars seriously. He never put his rifle down and was constantly scanning both sides of the road.

      “One of those crawlers would come in handy right about now,” said Alex to Rooney. “At least then Tim wouldn’t have to worry about protecting himself while we drove back to the city. We might even be able to get him medical care before we got there.”

      Rooney took a deep breath and looked at Alex out of the corner of his eyes. “Alex, being in the VDF means being able to learn to accept that we are handicapped by the Council. That’s never going to change.”

      That was a bet that Alex was willing to take. One way or another, he’d fix all these glaring flaws in the city’s defenses. If he was expected to live here long term, then it was the only way to prevent the colony from being wiped off the map by the Jargars.

      They made it back to the city without incident, the rover flying into the garage at the end of the walkway that led to Biosphere Five. There was a stretcher waiting for them upon arrival, and they loaded Tim up and took him to the hospital unit which occupied the other half of Biosphere Five (luckily for Tim).

      Once he was in the hands of the doctors, Rooney gestured for Alex to follow him back to his office, where they removed their armor and put away their pulse rifles. Finally, Rooney sat down behind his desk and looked Alex in the eyes.

      “Well, what do you think, Alex? You’ve seen just about everything today, and the fact that you’re still here tells me a lot about you.”

      “I’m not the kind of man who’s used to running away from his problems,” replied Alex. “It’s obvious we have a job to do here in Vesta, no matter how hard the Council might make it for us.”

      Rooney chuckled. “That’s the damned honest truth. Now comes the million credit question though. Now that you’ve seen the risks we face and the position we’re in, do you still want to join? The VDF could really use a man with your talents. It would help me, to use your perspective and experience that you bring. I’m not going to beg you but I think it would be a damn shame if they put you on something menial like food production.”

      Alex couldn’t help but grin at that. “Somehow, I don’t think I’d be satisfied doing food production either. The VDF is the place for me. As long as you don’t mind putting up with my frequent requests to change things.”

      Rooney scoffed. “Hell, I don’t mind. All the shit you said today makes good strategic sense. It’s the bureaucrats we’ll have to convince but that’s neither here nor there. Here, this is for you.”

      Rooney pulled open his desk drawer and pulled out a piece of paper. Half of the paper was already filled out except for a few open parts that Rooney quickly filled in.

      “This is a form authorizing you to be a commissioned officer within the VDF,” explained Rooney as he filled it out. “For your rank, I’m going to put you as a . . . as a captain. That makes you answerable only to me. You’ll be my second-in-command and your first duty will be protecting the mining biosphere. As for the rest of the command structure, I have five lieutenants who are in charge of ten privates apiece. You’ll have authority over those lieutenants, two of which are usually at the mining biosphere at any one time.”

      The only thing left to do was for Rooney to authorize it. He put his signature at the bottom, and then he sealed it by imprinting his fingerprint onto the paper with the aid of a small scanner. Finally, he handed it over to Alex.

      “Now it’s official. Welcome to the Vestan Defense Force, Captain Alex Hawthorne.”
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      After helping Rooney make an official announcement, which was carried to every serving VDF member’s P-com, Alex left Biosphere Five with the intention to go back to the housing unit he shared with Jenna. He knew he still had to stop in to see Rick that evening but after spending most of the day with Ellie and Annette, Vitale, and now Commander Rooney, he was looking forward to a little downtime.

      After reaching their unit, Alex placed his hand on the scanner, which opened the door quickly for him. He stepped inside, only to be greeted by an amusing sight.

      By the looks of things, Jenna had fully stocked their kitchen with her trip this morning, and she’d also sprung for some goods to make their unit appear more homey. She must have worn herself out in the process, because she was now snoozing on the main couch, her eyes shut and her mouth as open as a barn door.

      It made Alex want to laugh. Mostly because she was one of the only women he knew that could still look attractive in such an unglamorous pose. That also might have been the result of what she was wearing. Jenna was wearing a tiny black tank top alongside itty-bitty gray shorts, the likes of which showed off the majority of her legs.

      It was a great look for her, despite the open mouth. For the first time in a long while, Alex felt something that reminded him of belonging. It was a feeling he hadn’t felt since before Sophie died but there was something about the way Jenna fit so easily into his life that had him hopeful for the future.

      Trying not to wake her, he made his way to the portion of the couch that she wasn’t lying on and sat down carefully. He’d no sooner closed his eyes before she was stirring, and when he opened them again, she was looking right at him.

      “You’re home!” she said, pushing up to a seated position. “Wait, when did you get home?”

      “Just a few moments ago. I was trying not to wake you. Sorry about that.”

      Jenna smiled. “I didn’t even realize I fell asleep. I got so much stuff for us this morning. Lots of food and stuff to make this unit feel more like home.”

      “It’s already coming together, I like it,” said Alex, looking around.

      Jenna beamed with a smile at the compliment. She shifted her position so that she was sitting right next to him.

      “We weren’t awake on the colony ship for long enough for it to feel like home,” she explained. “I’ve been wanting a space that I could call my own since we left Earth, and now this place is already starting to feel that way. I’m also really glad that I can share it with you.”

      “You and me both,” said Alex, meaning every word. Though he could never replace Sophie, he found that Jenna was proving to be an equally good fit, which was saying a lot for the relatively short time he knew her.

      “So how was it today?” she asked. “How was the mining biosphere?”

      “Worse than I expected. It appears that the VDF is really handicapped with what changes they can make. I can see now why they are losing so many people. Their defenses make no tactical or strategic sense whatsoever. I’m almost shocked at the level of ineptitude.”

      Jenna pursed her lips. “Is it making you think twice about joining the VDF?”

      “No, it’s really not,” said Alex, pulling out his commission form from his pocket. “In fact, I’m now second-in-command.”

      Her eyes went wide as she looked over the document. “Captain? Wow, this is huge, Alex!”

      “Now I get put on the task of making it all better. Or at least doing what I can. Commander Rooney made it sound like Belladonna goes to a great length to oppose anything they want to do.”

      “Sounds familiar,” grumbled Jenna. “But if I had to bet on who was going to win that contest of wills, I wouldn’t bet against you.”

      Alex turned to face her, only to find Jenna looking back at him demurely. She leaned forward to kiss him but soon pulled away, squeezing her nose.

      “Smelly,” she teased. “And dirty. I can tell you’ve been in the mines.”

      “Maybe I should take a shower before I go anywhere else.”

      She started to nod before a sexy grin appeared on her face. “Want company?”

      “I’d never turn that down.”

      “Perfect, let me grab some towels for us and we can go right now.”

      It took Jenna a minute to locate what she was looking for but when she came back, Alex was just staring off into space. He didn’t realize when she called his name once without getting a response. Finally, Jenna sat down next to him.

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” she asked. “I can tell you’re very far away right now.”

      Alex shook his head. “Just thinking about all the things that need to be done here. So much work. And with the threat against the colony, there’s not much time.”

      “Maybe you’re right, Alex. Or maybe, we’re just the best people to attempt to fix it? Maybe we need to make Vesta the home we want it to be.”

      Alex turned to look at her. “That’s a good way of looking at it.”

      “I thought you’d like that,” replied Jenna before tossing his towel in his lap. “Now come on. ”

      Alex found that he needed little convincing to join her for that much-needed shower.
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      After taking their shower and having the first real dinner since arriving on Vesta, Alex and Jenna made their way over to Rick’s housing unit that evening, intending to spend some time together with Alex’s former brother-in-law.

      They found Rick and Nikki practically glued to their news feed, which was broadcasting a not-so-surprising segment about an upcoming event in Vesta.

      “Well, I don’t believe it,” said Rick, shaking his head. “They’re calling for elections to the Vestan Council to be moved up! Instead of being only two months away, they’re scheduled for a week out!”

      “Damn, that was quick,” said Alex, turning his attention to the news feed.

      Indeed, Annette had worked her magic quite well. Those old laws she found must have made a good argument to Belladonna, and now they had a chance at saving Ellie from being put to death.

      That is, as long as they got someone favorable on the council and not just two more of Belladonna’s lackeys.

      “Do you think anyone from the Racine will run?” asked Nikki after the news segment ended. “I know we just got here but there’s a significant number of us compared to the rest of the Vestans. I could see that being used as justification to get us a spot on the leadership council.”

      “I think it’s important that one of the new arrivals does run,” said Jenna. “If we’re going to live here, we ought to have a say in the leadership.”

      “But who though?” asked Rick. “Who is ambitious enough to run for something when they just got here?”

      At that moment, both Alex and Rick looked at each other. They mouthed the same name almost immediately.

      “Serrano.”

      “It wouldn’t surprise me,” said Alex. “All he’s done since we met him is chase power in some form or another. Now that he’s wormed his way into Belladonna’s good graces, he could be a threat for the council.”

      “We should have killed that guy when we had the chance,” grumbled Rick.

      “In due time,” replied Alex. “He’ll get what’s coming for him. But we should be prepared for the likely event that he goes after one of the seats.”

      “Hey, Alex, look at this,” said Jenna, once more watching the news feed.

      Alex turned his attention to see a small box of news running across the bottom of the feed. In that box, it announced that the trial of Ellie Vesta has been postponed until after the elections. It was a small but monumental gesture of failure on behalf of Belladonna.

      “I bet she’s royally pissed about that,” said Alex, chuckling. “No wonder it’s in the smallest box of the news feed. She probably doesn’t want too many eyes on it.”

      Rick started to grin. “What I’ve learned so far is that anything that’s bad for Belladonna is good for us.”

      “Amen to that. Maybe if we keep pissing her off, we might just turn this colony around.”

      They continued to chat about the upcoming elections for the next ten minutes when Alex started to get a message on his P-com. Answering the device, he found a hologram of Annette Moore pop up from his wrist.

      “Hey, Alex,” she said cheerfully. “Did you see the news?”

      “I did and hats off to you, Annette. How pissed was Belladonna?”

      Annette started to laugh. “So pissed that she whipped a plate against the wall as soon as I left. I could hear it shatter as I was walking back to my housing unit.”

      Alex grinned. “What a shame.”

      “Would you do me a favor by the way?” she asked. “Ellie and I were hoping that you and Jenna would stop by our unit?”

      “You mean right now?” asked Alex. “What’s so important?”

      “We’ll tell you when you get here,” said Annette, not going into any details. “Come over sooner rather than later though, okay?”

      The call ended, and Alex turned to look at Jenna, who’d been watching the whole interaction.

      “What do you think that’s about?” she asked.

      Alex shrugged. “I’m not sure but it sounds important.”

      Jenna bit her lip. “Well, maybe we should get it out of the way then.”

      They said their goodbyes to Rick and Nikki and made their way to Biosphere Three. Annette’s door was left slightly ajar again, allowing them to enter without needing to scan their hands. They found both Annette and Ellie sitting at the table again, expectant smiles on both of their faces.

      Alex raised an eyebrow as soon as he saw them. “You both look like you’re up to something. And whatever it is, it tells me it’s probably not going to be good for me.”

      “Now, Alex, would I ever suggest something that wasn’t good for you?” asked Ellie, laying it on thick.

      “I don’t know, Ellie,” replied Alex, sitting down at the table. “I’ve only known you for a week. So there’s my answer.”

      Ellie started to giggle and reached over to touch his hand. “The answer is no. I like you both too much to do something like that. We had an idea that we wanted to share with both of you and hopefully get you to come aboard with us.”

      Alex raised his eyebrow. “Come aboard with what? What idea?”

      Ellie and Annette looked at each other briefly before Annette answered the question. “We want to ask both of you to run for the open spots on the Vestan Council.”

      There was a moment of silence as both Alex and Jenna contemplated the enormity of the request. They shared a look together before Alex finally blurted out his first question.

      “Us? Why would you want that?”

      “Because what we need more than anything is friendly numbers on the council,” replied Annette. “Ellie won’t be able to run again either, considering that she’s currently being prosecuted for breaking her exile. So that means we have to find somebody else to fill the two open seats.”

      “But why us?” repeated Jenna. “Isn’t there anyone else in Vesta who would be better suited? What’s so special about Alex and I?”

      “I think you already know the answer to that question,” answered Ellie. “Alex has already made quite the splash with his arrival. He has name recognition already and he’s part of the new colonists, which Annette and I agreed should have a say in the leadership. He’s practically a shoe-in.”

      “Okay, but why me then?” continued Jenna. “I agree that Alex makes a lot of sense but why me? Just because I’m a packaged deal when it comes to Alex?”

      “Because I can tell you care about what happens here in Vesta,” said Ellie quietly. “We need someone with a level head and someone with intelligence. And I know you two the best already. It also doesn’t hurt that you are linked with Alex. His name recognition will help you as well. So I think you’d be an excellent fit on the Council.”

      “So it’s just because you know us then?” blurted Alex. “If anyone else had found you in the wild, they might be sitting here instead of Jenna and I?”

      Ellie couldn’t shake her head fast enough. “No, Alex, that’s not what this is about. Yes, I have the luxury of knowing you two the best but I can tell you’re good people. I’ve spent enough time with you to know by now, even though the days were short. And, Alex, I can’t not mention the elephant in the room. What you’ve done so far since you’ve been here is seriously impressive. Vesta would be lucky to have you on the council.”

      “I just don’t know, Ellie,” said Alex after a moment of thinking. “There’s a lot of things at Vesta that I don’t like already. It would be hard for me to be a leader after some of the things I’ve witnessed.”

      “All of that makes you well-suited to be put into the leadership, Alex,” argued Annette. “The fact that you know things could be improved means that your voice needs to be heard.”

      “I couldn’t agree more with what Annette just said,” added Ellie. “Alex, you would be incredible on the council. With the threats that are facing us, I have no doubt that you’d be our best hope.”

      “My cousin is right,” added Annette. “If you turn us down, that’s your choice. We’ll both be unhappy but it’s not like you have to watch your back moving forward. Ellie has the benefit of knowing you both longer than I do. When she tells me that you’re both good people, I trust her. Furthermore, I can see that she’s not wrong. When given the choice to make a run for power, most people run toward it. You’re both trying to run away from it. That tells me that you understand how much is at stake. That also shows me that your hearts are in the right place. I believe that Vesta would be well-served with you two on the Council.”

      Alex shared another long look with Jenna. Judging by the way she was looking back at him, she wasn’t entirely opposed to the idea. Neither was he.

      “What would we have to do?” he asked. “I’ve never ran for anything before. I don’t even know the first place to begin.”

      Annette smiled at him. “I’ll take care of all the details. All I ask is that you follow my guidance and we’ll get you on that Council, I promise. The biggest thing we’d have to work on is public relations. I’m going to have to do some serious smoothing over when it comes to you kicking the shit out of Serrano,” she joked.

      Alex actually smiled. “I think that will be something that most people like about me, especially once they get to know Serrano.”

      Annette giggled. “No doubt about that. Especially if he runs, which Ellie and I see as a very likely possibility. We need a counterweight to Serrano, and so far, that’s been you.”

      “The guy tried to hijack the Racine and almost killed everyone,” replied Alex. “And now you want me to run against him for an election. Vesta is a strange place.”

      “No one is denying that,” said Ellie. “But you can help us make Vesta a better place. With all of your experience, Alex, you can make Vesta the home that you’ve always been looking for, right?”

      Ellie had a point to that. He’d left Earth because it no longer felt like home. It was the reason he was willing to go to prison for avenging Sophie’s death, because he knew his life would never be the same again. Deciding to come to Vesta was the chance to start over, and now that he was here, he was determined to earn it.

      “Okay, I’m in,” said Alex after a moment. “What do you need me to do?”
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      Annette wasn’t kidding when she said she would take care of everything. The first thing that needed to be done was to officially file the paperwork for the declaration but Annette told them she’d take care of the particulars and just have them sign off when ready.

      It was hard to tell who was more excited about their acceptance—Annette or Ellie. Even though it was Ellie’s life on the line, Annette seemed to be thrilled by the prospect of two more friendly faces on the council, anything to help her outvote Belladonna and Cassara.

      “Do you think we’re doing the right thing?” asked Jenna once they were back home. “I only agreed to it because you did but is this really the best thing to do?”

      Alex sat down on the edge of their bed and kicked his shoes off. “Why did you accept it if you still have questions?”

      Jenna shrugged and let out a guilty smile. He needed no further explanation than that.

      Alex stood up and placed his hands on her shoulders. “I appreciate your vote of confidence greatly, but you don’t always have to do something just because I did. I’m not that kind of man. You don’t need to think like I do or share the same beliefs or anything like that.”

      “I know that, Alex. It’s just . . . hard for me. How do I explain it?” Jenna was quiet for a moment as she found the right words. “It’s just that I’m used to being attached to someone where I literally felt like just an extension of them. Not allowed my own opinions or thoughts. It’s a hard habit to break.”

      “I’m not him, Jenna,” he whispered. “I know there’s baggage there but that’s not me.”

      “Believe me, I know. It just takes some getting used to.” Jenna smiled at him shyly. “It doesn’t help that the more I see of you, the more I realize you know what you’re talking about. You have a lot of experience, Alex.”

      “So what you’re saying is I’m old,” he teased.

      “Maybe a little.” Jenna leaned in closer and kissed him tenderly. “But I’m liking every second of it.”

      “Well as long as you’re happy.”

      “Oh, I am. If I’m not, you’ll know it.”

      “Good to know.”

      “Looks like I’m not the only one that’s a little happy.”

      Jenna’s hands moved to his tented pants and she started to rub at the bulge softly.

      “I can take care of this,” she whispered.

      “I like the way you take care of it.”

      She grinned at him wickedly. “Lean back and take your pants off.”

      Ten minutes later, Jenna’s lips were wrapped around his cock and her eyes were glued to his. It was an intensely erotic situation, made even hotter by the fact that Jenna was doing her best to talk dirty to him.

      “Do you like seeing your cock in my mouth?” she teased, smacking the tip against her cheek. “Do you like knowing you can cum down my throat any time?”

      “I love all of that,” groaned Alex, truly meaning it. “You’re the sexiest woman alive.”

      Jenna giggled. “Even sexier than Ellie? Because she’s pretty damn gorgeous, even if she’s slightly kooky.”

      “This feels like a test somehow. Not sure if I should answer.”

      “Relax, Alex,” teased Jenna, sucking on the tip. “Are you attracted to Ellie?”

      “Honestly? Yeah, a little. What about you?”

      Jenna wasn’t expecting the question to turn around on her. She stopped sucking for a second.

      “Still being honest? ‘Cause, yeah, I am too.”

      Seeing his chance, Alex finally took it. “Really? Because Ellie is very interested in us. And not just interested enough to have us over for dinner.”

      “You mean to have us as dessert?” joked Jenna.

      “Dessert and seconds by what she told me.”

      “Interesting,” replied Jenna, now stroking him with half-hearted movements. “And she really told you all this?”

      “I think she was trying to plant the idea,” he said. “Test the waters. See if we’re interested.”

      “I’ve never been with a woman and a man before. At the same time. That would be an experience.”

      “So you’re not opposed to it?”

      Jenna grinned wickedly. “Keep playing your cards right and we’ll see.”

      It was the best answer he could have hoped for. It also turned him on to no end to think about a situation where both Jenna and Ellie were playing with his cock. Jenna seemed turned on too, and she resumed sucking him with focused intensity moments later. It wasn’t long before he popped, and Jenna swallowed his entire seed right before crawling back up to lay against his chest.

      “Promise me one thing though, okay?” she said finally.

      “What’s that?”

      “Nothing happens with Ellie until we go all the way. I just think we owe it to ourselves, you know? We’ve come so far, and I don’t want to sully that. That’s not too much to ask, is it?”

      Alex couldn’t believe his luck. Not only was Jenna open to a sexual relationship with Ellie, but she was setting up her own conditions for it to happen.

      “You’re an incredible woman,” answered Alex finally, making her smile. “And I’m in full agreement.”

      Jenna hugged him tight. “Hold me again tonight? I really love having your arms around me.”

      Alex held her close to him for several moments but before they could fall asleep, he heard his P-com go off with a new notification. He shifted to grab the device from the bedside table.

      Jenna groaned at the loss of contact as he read the message. “Who is it?”

      “My new boss,” answered Alex. “Looks like I start my first command tomorrow morning.”
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      “Well, it didn’t take us long to get integrated into Vesta, did it?”

      Alex shook his head to answer Rick’s question. It was already early morning, and both men were part of a small convoy that was making its way to the mining biosphere. The convoy contained two groups of ten VDF soldiers, alongside two lieutenants. Rick was one of the latest soldiers, having been given his commission the day before yesterday.

      “And now here we are going out to this godforsaken mining hole,” mumbled Alex.

      Rick elbowed him in the side. “You already sound like one of the native Vestans. The novelty is starting to wear off?”

      “Wait until you see it,” warned Alex. “It’s no wonder they lose so many men. They’re sitting ducks up there by the mines.”

      “Gee, Alex, you’re really giving me the warm and fuzzies about this place.”

      “I thought you ought to know. Just watch your back when you’re up there, okay? And keep an eye out while we’re moving. Dawn is one of the worst times for attacks from what they told me.”

      Rick made sure his pulse rifle was set for automatic fire. “It’s still better than prison, Alex. Even if we only last a few weeks here.”

      That actually made Alex chuckle. “Ever the optimist, eh?”

      “When you’ve got a girl like Nikki warming your bed at night, then yes. How about you? Making much progress with Jenna?”

      Alex’s head bobbed up and down. “She’s thawing. Let’s just keep it at that.”

      Rick elbowed him in the chest. “Come on, man, you have to give me more details than that!”

      Alex smirked at him. “I don’t have to give you shit.”

      “It’s all right if you don’t say anything,” said Rick. “But blink twice if she’s been sucking your trouser snake.”

      Alex couldn’t hold a laugh in. “Trouser snake, eh? Haven’t heard that term in a while.”

      “I thought it was appropriate. Anyway, I’m glad to see you like this. You needed it, desperately. I’m not going to say anything more about it, especially not about my sister. But this is good for you. This place might be a little crazy but it’s good for you.”

      Alex only nodded to that and didn’t say anything further. Rick had a point after all. Jenna was a breath of fresh air and she was probably the person he needed most in his life.

      She was the only way he’d be able to come to terms with the failures of the past.

      The fact that she had troubles of her own highlighted the fact that neither of them were perfect. But maybe they could be just what each other needed?

      The thought put Alex in a good mood as the rover convoy arrived at the mining biosphere just as the sun was lifting off the horizon. Unfortunately, his good mood wouldn’t last for very long. It all started to go downhll when he was due to meet the two lieutenants on duty at the mining biosphere. There were only five lieutenants in total in the VDF and technically, Alex outranked them all.o that made it crucial that Alex develop a good working relationship with them.

      And unfortunately, he didn’t get off on the right foot with either of them.

      Alex found them waiting in the main administrative office for the VDF in the mining biosphere, a cramped space that had one too many open bottles of alcohol nearby (Alex suspected this was where Commander Rooney spent too much of his time).

      Both men were sitting when Alex entered but they stood up to attention once they saw him. The badges on their chest identified them as Lt. Rob Decklan and Lt. Hans Mueller.

      Right away, Alex could tell that Hans was going to be trouble. He had the kind of look on his face that told Alex that he thought their roles should be reversed, and that Hans should be the captain. He was about thirty in age and he wore a thick mustache that just so happened to draw attention to his nose, which was about two sizes too big for his face.

      Rob was more of the quiet sort. There was nothing remarkable about his looks, but Alex saw that he gave constant looks over to Hans, which Alex interpreted as looking for direction. It also appeared that Rob was just a little younger than Hans, possibly in his late twenties.

      “Captain Hawthorne, sir, we’re ready for your orders,” said Hans, taking great pains to emphasize the captain part. After that point, introductions were made all around, and Alex shook hands with each man.

      “At ease, men,” he said, taking a seat. Alex found that both Hans and Rob didn’t take their seats, and they continued to look down on him, making things more uncomfortable.

      “We might as well start with the elephant in the room,” said Alex. “I was made captain only yesterday by Commander Rooney. I’m very aware that I’m still a newcomer to Vesta and that men like yourselves have been here for a long time.”

      “Twenty years I’ve been on Vesta, sir,” added Hans. “And I’ve been a lieutenant for the last five years. I have a lot of experience doing this job.”

      Alex nodded his head, understanding the hidden meaning.

      I’ve been here twenty years and in leadership for five. Who the fuck are you to think you’ll be giving commands to me?

      “Like I said, I’m aware,” said Alex. “I’m also aware that I’m bringing a lot to the table as well. I fought for over fifteen years in the Orbital Wars back on Earth. I’ve seen my share of combat and I’ve lost a lot of friends along the way. But that experience has allowed me to sit here in front of you today.”

      Neither man said a word to that, although Rob looked at Hans to see if he might, further reinforcing Alex’s suspicion.

      “I’m going to need your help in understanding the operation here on Vesta,” continued Alex. “I’m going to be relying on both of you to get me up to speed. I can assure you that I’m a quick learner and that all I ask for is fairness. Show me fairness and competence with what you do and you’ll get the same in return. Do we have a deal?”

      Again, neither man said anything right away but it was Hans who spoke up first after a few moments.

      “We have a deal. All that we’d ask is that you remember that we have the experience here on Vesta. Vesta may not be perfect but we have a certain way of doing things around here. Ways that have served as well for a long time.”

      “I’m very accepting of local customs but in my short time here, I’ve noticed there are quite a few things that will need to change,” replied Alex. “Hopefully, we can be united on what things need to stay the same and what things need to change.”

      “Hopefully,” replied Hans. “Either way, we’re looking forward to working under you, sir.”

      The sentence was said with so much sarcasm that Alex could easily read between the lines.

      Eat shit and die, motherfucker.

      Alex pursed his lips and nodded. “All right then, why don’t you two brief me on your intended patrols and positions today.”

      For the next ten minutes, both men went over their standard operating procedure in regards to the defense of the mining biosphere. Hans and his men would operate the watchtowers, allocating three men per tower. The remaining four men would walk foot patrols and the base of the mining biosphere while still sticking within the inner bowl of the landscape.

      It was here that Alex raised his first objection.

      “Why don’t we have the patrols range further out?” he asked. “I’d like the men to climb into the higher terrain that surrounds the biosphere. That way, we can see any threats before they materialize on the lower plain.”

      Hans shook his head vigorously. “Those aren’t my orders. We’re not allowed to go into the rocky foothills around the biosphere. Commander Rooney, and the Vestan Council, have mandated that we stay as close to the biosphere plain as possible.”

      “That makes no tactical sense whatsoever,” replied Alex. “We need to occupy the high ground so that we can have visibility over any threats. Staying down here makes us sitting ducks.”

      Hans crossed his arms in front of his chest. “I didn’t make the rules. I just follow them, Captain. If you have any disputes about that, feel free to register them with Commander Rooney.”

      There it was again. Eat shit and die.

      “You can be assured that I’ll do that,” said Alex before looking at Rob. “And your group? What are they doing?”

      “Taking up positions within the biosphere itself. We’ll occupy the garage, the entrances to the mines as well supporting operations for Lt. Mueller’s team.”

      “Fine,” said Alex. “Let’s make it happen. I’ll be making my rounds to make sure everything goes to my satisfaction.”

      “Commander Rooney doesn’t do that,” interjected Hans. “He mostly just stays here in this office for most of his shift.”

      “I’m not Commander Rooney, Lieutenant,” replied Alex firmly. “And I’m going to get to know the men under my command as well as make sure they are doing things correctly.”

      Alex saw Hans clench his teeth but he didn’t make an outburst. Instead, he simply saluted.

      “Understood, sir. We’ll get to work right now.”

      So began one of the most frustrating mornings of Alex’s life. Hans, and Rob to a lesser degree, seemed to relish in objecting to everything that Alex pointed out, so much so that Alex started to lose his patience.

      “I’m beginning to think this entire detail wants to be killed by Jargars,” said Alex around noon. “At least they think it’s preferable to listening to any advice I have to impart.”

      “They’re proud men,” said Rick, who was taking his break in Alex’s office. “It’s going to take them some time to come around. I’m sure they want to work with you, just that they want to show that they have a good handle on things already.”

      “Is that what they say when I’m not around?” asked Alex.

      Rick gave him a guilty look. “Not exactly.”

      “So what do they say?”

      “It’s not worth repeating here. You just have to earn their loyalty a little more, Alex. It’ll come with time.”

      “Time is the one thing we don’t have much of here,” grumbled Alex.

      “We’ll make do with what we got.”

      At that moment, Rick’s P-com began to go off. A hologram of Nikki appeared on the screen.

      “What’s up, babe?” asked Rick.

      Nikki’s face looked ashen. “I just heard the news. Serrano has officially declared his candidacy for the Vestan Council.”
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      Serrano

      

      Contrary to his expectations, Vesta wasn’t the harpy-run hellhole that Lucius Serrano expected to find.

      It actually wasn’t that bad. It wasn’t Dangallu but Vesta was appealing in its own way. It had certain . . . assets that made it a suitable stopgap from his major plan.

      “Boss, are you listening to me?”

      Serrano shook his head briefly and looked back over at Ross. It meant tearing his eyes away from Belladonna’s spectacularly formed ass but only for a moment.

      “What?” barked Serrano. “What were you saying?”

      “I was saying I just got the notification that our candidacies have been approved for the Vestan Council,” said Ross, the one-time pilot who’d helped Serrano take over the Racine. “We’re in.”

      “About fuckin’ time,” replied Serrano. “As soon as they announced it, I wanted us to be in for both slots. It’s the only route to power on this planet.”

      Ross started to shake his head. “Boss, I don’t mean to disagree with you, but why exactly do we want power on Vesta? What happened to the Dangallu plan?”

      Serrano glared at him. “Lower your voice goddamnit.” He then gestured his head to Belladonna, who thankfully hadn’t heard anything.

      “She doesn’t know about that and I don’t plan to tell her,” said Serrano, his voice barely above a whisper. “At least not yet.”

      “Sorry, Boss. So is it off the table then?”

      “No, you idiot. The Dangallu plan still exists. It’s just been put on the back burner for right now.”

      “I don’t like it,” said Ross, shaking his head. “I don’t want to be here, especially when we were looking forward to another planet.”

      “It’s only temporary,” said Serrano, keeping his voice low. “And we can use this planet to our advantage. I’m thinking about all the gold and silver they keep pulling out of the mines. I’m working on a plan right now to use that to get us out of Vesta and onward to Dangallu. I just need a little more time to put it together.”

      Ross started to nod his head. “I got you, Boss. I just wanted to make sure we still had the same plan.”

      Serrano leaned back in his chair and put his hands over his head. “Just leave it to me, Ross. We get on the Vestan Council and we’ll get our first taste of power. Power is the gateway here toward bringing our other plan to fruition.”

      “Bringing what to fruition?”

      Belladonna had stopped whatever she was doing and had made her way closer to the two men. Serrano searched her face briefly to see if she’d overheard anything else but her face was simply curious instead of angry.

      “About winning the election,” lied Serrano. “Getting our candidacies approved is the first step toward winning the election.”

      “Good, I’m glad it was approved quickly,” said Belladonna. “I told Cassara to fast track both of your applications. With a little bit of luck, we’ll have both you and Ross sitting on the Council a week from now.”

      “And if we don’t have enough luck?” asked Ross.

      Belladonna sneered. “Then we’ll use a little hard currency to make our own luck.”

      Serrano looked at her with approval. It was possible he found the only woman in Vesta just as conniving as he was. The fact that she had the entire planet at her beck and call only helped.

      “There should be nothing standing in our way then,” said Serrano, smirking to himself. “But we will need support from the rest of the men. Get the word out to all of our friends from the Racine. Make sure they know who to vote for.”

      Ross grinned at him. “It’s as good as done.”

      With that, Ross left the housing unit, leaving Serrano alone with Belladonna. She didn’t waste any time climbing into his lap, resting her perfect ass against his crotch.

      “I was thinking that he’d never leave,” pouted Belladonna. “It’s been too long since I’ve had you inside me.”

      Serrano grinned at her. “What? Is it too much to wait since this morning?”

      “I have very high needs, Lucius,” she said seriously. “And so far, you’ve been very adequate at meeting them.”

      “Only adequate?”

      “You know what I mean. But if you don’t take care of me, I just might find myself in the arms of another man.”

      Serrano reacted on sheer instinct. He wrapped his hand around Belladonna’s throat. It wasn’t a gesture meant to hurt but merely to warn.

      “Now why would you do something stupid like that?”

      Belladonna’s eyes flashed with arousal. “That’s the spirit. Take me to bed. Now!”

      Less than an hour later, Serrano and Belladonna were still breathing heavily, nude, in her bed. Red marks covered both of their bodies and there was even a bite mark on his shoulder where she drew blood. That didn’t bother Serrano though. He liked a little feistiness when it came to women, and Belladonna was a good fit for him.

      “Very nice,” she purred as she turned toward him. “I ought to have you move in here full-time. That way, I can put my hands on you whenever I want.”

      Serrano put his hand under his head. “We can make that work. I wouldn’t mind being with you most of the day.”

      Belladonna smiled at him, but then the smile disappeared shortly after.

      “Let me ask you something. Be honest with me,” she started, still tapping her hand. “Have you ever heard of Dangallu?”

      “Dangallu? What of it?” asked Serrano nonchalantly, not bothering to look her in the eyes.

      “I just heard a rumor about Dangallu earlier today,” replied Belladonna.

      Serrano turned his head. “What rumor?”

      “Nothing that I believe,” she said quickly. “But that the reason your colony ship exploded was because you were trying to take it to Dangallu and not Vesta.”

      “Who told you that?” growled Serrano, quickly becoming infuriated. Who would dare try to implicate him? Who had the balls to tell the truth about what really happened?

      “It was nobody,” said Belladonna quickly. “Just a passing rumor, one that I obviously didn’t believe.”

      “Good because it’s not true,” said Serrano. “I took over the Racine at the last minute to stop her from disintegrating but there was nothing I could do. After that, I made sure everyone got into the escape pods. If you want the real truth, it was Alex Hawthorne who was trying to hijack the ship.”

      Belladonna’s eyes narrowed. “Alex Hawthorne? The one that beat you?”

      “The man that tried to start a fight!” corrected Serrano. “He didn’t beat me. And he only did it because I prevented him from doing the hijack. That’s why he has it out for me.”

      “That actually makes a lot of sense now,” said Belladonna. “That Hawthorne is trouble—I could tell from the first time I looked at him. And the fact that he was brought in with that bitch, Ellie Vesta, doesn’t help his cause either.”

      “The man is trouble, I’m telling you,” said Serrano, silently pleased with how he’d turned the tables. “He’s nothing more than a thug, and he’s spreading rumors now about me, rumors backed by force. And now I hear he’s in the Vestan Defense Force. That won’t bode well for anyone.”

      Belladonna grinned wickedly. “Except I control everything that the VDF does. They can’t even take a shit without my approval. I think he’ll find that being under my thumb isn’t that enjoyable.”

      Serrano couldn’t help but grin with her. With Belladonna signed on to make Hawthorne’s life hell, perhaps this Vesta adventure wasn’t going to be so bad after all?

      “I’m really starting to like you, Belladonna.”

      “Likewise, Lucius, likewise.”
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      Alex had just gotten back to his housing unit that afternoon when the doorbell rang. For the last few hours, he’d been checking out the view on the top of Biosphere One. There was a lookout point at the very top that was the highest point in the city, allowing him to see for kilometers in either direction.

      At one point in time, it had been Allen Vesta’s personal office, where he ran the colony in those precarious early days. Alex had to wonder what it felt like, being the first humans on a foreign planet and having to build everything from scratch. They certainly faced their own challenges, even without the Jargars.

      Although Alex had to wonder if the colony would have even succeeded if they had to deal with the Jargars at that time too.

      Shaking the thought from his head, Alex opened the door only to find the jovial face of Annette Moore looking back at him.

      “Alex, there you are,” said Annette, looking into the unit. “I have news for you. Is Jenna in?”

      “No, she’s working right now,” replied Alex. “She’s on food storage detail.”

      “Oh, that’s okay. I guess we can tell her when she gets back,” said Annette. “Can I come in?”

      “Sure.”

      Annette floated into the unit quickly, her red hair bouncing with every step. Even though Annette bore little resemblance to her cousin, Ellie, she was still very attractive in her own way. Alex remembered how Ellie told him that she and Annette used to share a man before he was killed and he couldn’t help but picture how that probably looked.

      No doubt, any man would be happy to share the same bed with both women.

      “Anyway, I’m sorry for stopping by unannounced,” said Annette as she sat on the couch. “I just wanted to let you know that both of your applications for the Council have been approved. You and Jenna are cleared to run in the election.”

      “We’re making progress then” Alex said with a smile.

      “It’s even more than that,” continued Annette. “The announcements of who is running for the Council are immediately sent out to the entire population. Your announcement has caused considerable buzz because of your reputation. This is really promising, Alex. Name recognition is half the battle when it comes to politics. All we have to do is keep crafting this ‘warrior mystique’ you have going and you’re a shoe-in.”

      “Warrior mystique?” asked Alex, chuckling. “Annette, I hate to burst your bubble but I’m a jaded soldier. A criminal even. I came to Vesta because it was better off than dying in a prison cell. If you’re looking for some kind of face-saving politician, I’m not him.”

      “You don’t give yourself enough credit,” replied Annette quietly. “What you’ve done with killing the Jargars speaks volumes. For the first time in years, there’s hope that Vesta might just make it again. That we won’t become a failed colony. There’s reason to hope in that, Alex, and the people see that already. After all, this is our home. If we won’t fight for it, who will?”

      At that moment, Alex saw just how passionately she viewed not just the colony but her role in it. He could truly see that she was Ellie’s cousin—the love of politics and public service ran deep in their blood.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to get so melancholy just now,” he said. “My head is just reeling a little from my first couple days in the VDF. It hasn’t put me in the best mood.”

      “That’s understandable,” said Annette, reaching over to touch his arm. “Believe me, all of us have had run-ins with Belladonna and her short-sighted policies over the course of the last few years. There’s a lot of resentment against her, and we’re going to use that as fuel to win and to change what we need to change.”

      “Do you really think we have a chance to win?”

      Annette smiled at him. “I think it’s almost guaranteed for you, Alex. Now listen, there’s a few things we need to do first. You and Jenna will both have to give a speech at some point to declare why you’re fit to sit on the Council but that won’t be too much of an issue. The biggest thing we’ll need to do is—”

      She never got the chance to finish her sentence as Alex’s P-com started to go off. Quite suddenly, Alex was faced with a hologram of Commander Rooney.

      “Hawthorne, I need you to get to the mining biosphere at once,” said Rooney without much in the way of a greeting.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Alex.

      “Another man has been killed by the Jargars.”
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      The dead man turned out to be Mario Amato—a long-serving member of the VDF who came to Vesta with Vitale nearly ten years ago. Both men were from the District of Italy back on Earth, part of a small group that came to escape the hardship there.

      Unfortunately for them, they found much the same hardship on Vesta. From what Alex could tell, Mario had been moving from the mining biosphere to one of the watchtowers when one of the Jargars swooped down from the upper rim and snagged him. Shots had been fired at the Jargar from the watchtower but they were ineffectual, missing their mark.

      In all it was another sad day for the VDF in a long line of sad days. Commander Rooney had personally spoken with Mario’s two wives who now found themselves without a husband.

      It also served to evoke a sense of anger from Alex, especially as he surveyed the spot where Mario was taken. It was on the upper ground of the punch bowl that the mining biosphere sat on. The nearby watchtower should have been able to spot the Jargar and take it down if it had been planted on the upper rim but its current position only left it a small window of time to deal with any incursions on the plain.

      It was another reminder of their inefficiencies, something that Alex was determined to correct.

      That sense of anger was what drove him to Belladonna’s personal housing unit in Biosphere Three the next morning. Though he didn’t have a high opinion of her, he knew that Belladonna was the only one on the Council that wielded any true power. If he could just reason with her, he should be able to get approval for the changes that needed to happen.

      If it meant saving the lives of ordinary Vestans, surely that was something she could get behind, right?

      “What do you want?” asked Belladonna, opening the door to reveal a surly face coated in contempt.

      Despite the frosty reception, Alex was determined to start with a little charm in the hopes that it would make things easier.

      “Good morning, Belladonna,” he said cheerfully. “I was hoping I might grab a few minutes of your time. I just wanted to discuss some improvement matters with you for the VDF.”

      “The VDF?” she repeated. “That goes through Rooney. You need to talk to him.”

      “With respect, I’ve talked to him already and he told me I needed to talk to you. Can I just grab a few minutes with you?”

      Belladonna sighed but she didn’t turn him away. She walked away from the door. “You have five minutes before I have to leave. Make it quick.”

      It was an opening but barely. Alex followed her inside to find a housing unit that looked much different from the ones he’d already seen. He knew that Annette’s unit was on the larger side because of her status on the Council but Belladonna’s was simply opulent and big. Paintings and tapestries adorned the walls. Furniture was not just utilitarian like in the other housing units but fancy and colorful. All of a sudden, Alex saw why the rumors about Belladonna pilfering from the mined gold and silver were getting around.

      Her unit was just about all the proof that was needed.

      “Let’s go, I don’t have all day,” said Belladonna, snapping her fingers as she reclined in a gorgeous, leather reclining chair. “What’s so important about the VDF that I need to hear about it?”

      “I’ve noticed a lot of areas in the VDF that could use some improvement,” started Alex, remaining on his feet in front of her. “Commander Rooney has made me his captain because of my experience in soldiering before I came to Vesta.”

      “Experience in soldiering?” repeated Belladonna, choking back a laugh. “Is that what you call running a gang? Or whatever it was that you did on Earth to get you put in prison?”

      “I wasn’t running any gangs on Earth,” replied Alex. “But I did fight in the Orbital Wars for fifteen years across numerous campaigns.”

      “That’s what I meant,” she said sourly. “Little more than gangs of men jockeying to see which Consortium lord had the biggest dick. You were barely soldiers and more like gangsters.”

      Alex kept the forced smile on his face. “That experience taught me a lot about military tactics. And the way that our defense is set up here on Vesta leaves us open to many liabilities. I can see why our attrition rate is so poor when it comes to the Jargars. With a few changes, I can turn that around.”

      “What changes are you trying to make?”

      “I’m not trying to upset the cart too much,” said Alex. “But a few small changes could go a long way. First, we need watchtowers spaced all across the plain on the road to the mining biosphere. Having coverage far out from the road will reduce the risks of attack as miners/VDF transit back and forth. I’d further recommend that we spread out the watchtowers we have at the mining biosphere. Everything we have right now is too low. It needs to be on the upper rim where we can spot and neutralize threats before they develop into a bigger threat. Patrols need to range further out as well. The key to all of this is to give us more time to kill the Jargars when they’re spotted and to provide more protection to the mining biosphere and the road itself. I’d also recommend a large increase to the VDF as well as more advanced weapons training—”

      Belladonna held up her hand. “Is this a joke?”

      The polite smile finally dropped from Alex’s face. “Not in any way, shape, or form. It’s obvious to me why we have the losses that we do. Our defense is a joke to put it lightly.”

      Belladonna jumped to her feet. “It is not a joke! The best minds in Vesta came together to put in place the current plan. Are you calling all of them stupid?”

      “I’m saying that it’s obvious they have no military training or experience,” replied Alex. “That’s where I come in. I can make these changes to protect us.”

      “By adding more watchtowers,” replied Belladonna, rolling her eyes. “Are you aware how much money that costs? We are already in a precarious situation with our credit supply right now that we can’t afford to waste it on frivolous spending like this.”

      Alex resisted the urge to laugh. One glance around Belladonna’s unit was enough to put that lie to rest for good.

      “I don’t believe that protecting ordinary Vestans falls under the category of frivolous,” said Alex quietly.

      “Then you and I have differences in opinion,” retorted Belladonna. “Why are you bugging me with this shit? Why haven’t you talked with Commander Rooney? He’s in charge of the VDF.”

      “Like I told you already, I’ve talked to Rooney,” replied Alex. “And he told me that all the changes I’m asking for have been requested once already and denied by you. He said I’d have to take this to you to get approval.”

      “This is ridiculous, and don’t think that I don’t see what you’re actually doing here,” said Belladonna.

      “Excuse me?” said Alex, the confusion showing on his face.

      “More resources for the VDF and lots more men for the VDF—”

      “And women too,” interrupted Alex. “Women can fight and shoot just as well as men can. It would be wise considering our gender imbalance.”

      “Women fighting in the VDF?” replied Belladonna, shaking her head firmly. “Now I’ve heard everything. You only want these things so that you can recreate a personal gang here on Vesta. It doesn’t surprise me one bit. Once a criminal, always a criminal. I know what you did on the Racine and you won’t pull the wool over my eyes.”

      “What I did on the Racine?” asked Alex. “You mean save the colonists from Serrano? That’s the only thing that I did.”

      “You have some nerve!” yelled Belladonna, pointing at the door. “Get out of my unit. This conversation is over. I’m denying your request to make any changes. You will deal with the defenses that we have, defenses that were set up by people much more intelligent than you. Now get out!”

      “But they won’t protect—”

      “Out, I said!” she shrieked. “Or I will raise the alarm and have you removed from the VDF!”

      At this point, it became beyond obvious that Belladonna was out of her damn mind. Now Alex understood how the poor defensive situation came to be. Belladonna wasn’t about to waste any money on the VDF or their long-term survival, not when it could more easily go into her own pocket.

      How could the Vestan people allow this woman to speak on their behalf? It was a true farce of justice and all those that died in Vesta had their blood on her hands.

      Thoroughly fed up, Alex made for the door. He was barely out when Belladonna called out to him again.

      “I’ve heard about your candidacy for the Council,” she said, spitting out every word. “Don’t get your heart set on winning. I’m going to do everything in my power to make sure you don’t get elected. I’m going to make you wish you never even thought about setting foot outside your prison cell back on Earth!”

      Alex could only shake his head in disgust. This was going to be a lot harder than it looked.

      “We’ll see about that,” he replied just before he slipped out of the door.
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      The entire way back to his unit, Alex wanted to break something. It wasn’t just that she turned him down but the fact that she didn’t seem to give a shit how many people died. If it meant money coming out of her own pocket, she simply didn’t care.

      One thing was for certain—he wouldn’t be able to work with a woman like that. It was imperative that both he and Jenna won the open seats to give them a majority because if Serrano won one of those seats, Belladonna’s reign of terror would continue.

      He was still angry when he reached home and he decided to call Ellie on his P-com. She picked up, using a spare one that Annette had given her.

      “I don’t see how you worked so long with Belladonna without wanting to strangle her,” said Alex, shaking his head.

      Ellie actually laughed. “It sounds like you had a run-in with her. Care to give me any details?”

      Alex spent the next ten minutes going over the whole encounter. Not surprisingly, Ellie started to nod her head as she listened.

      “Now you see what I’ve been talking about,” she replied. “She’s a literal nightmare, Alex. So self-serving and without a single redeeming quality. Can you believe I spent nearly three years working with her on the Council?”

      “I’m almost surprised you didn’t decide to exile yourself just to get away from her.”

      Ellie giggled. “At least you’re starting to see my side of it. So does this mean you trust me now?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean when we first met, you had a hard time trusting me. With all that you’ve seen, do you trust me now?”

      “I trust you a whole lot more than I did before,” replied Alex, thinking about the question for a moment. “Although, I started to trust you once Dave and Carla confirmed who you were.”

      “So that’s all it took?” asked Ellie incredulously. “I thought it might have been once you saw me naked in the river.”

      They both started to laugh at that, which helped to dissolve a lot of the tension that had developed because of Belladonna. Alex wasn’t disappointed either when he started to dwell on the memory of water dripping down Ellie’s chest.

      “Before I get you all distracted, what are the chances you and Jenna can come to Annette’s?”

      “Pretty good, we’ll be there soon,” promised Alex.

      It didn’t take long for Alex to grab Jenna and make their way to Biosphere Three. When they arrived, they found both women setting up several parallel rows of chairs in front of a makeshift podium.

      “Uh, what are you two doing?” asked Alex, looking at all the chairs. “This doesn’t look like a very fun party.”

      Annette started to laugh. “Not a party whatsoever but thanks, Alex. Don’t you remember? I was telling you that you two will need to give a speech as part of being a candidate. You need to announce yourself to the citizenry of Vesta and tell them what you’ll be working toward as a member of the Council. I thought we might get started on speech planning tonight.”

      “Public speaking?” asked Jenna, turning white from the start. “You’re joking, right?”

      “If you’re going to be on the Council, you’re going to have to get used to it,” said Ellie. “It’s part of the job.”

      “But I know nothing about public speaking,” replied Jenna, taking a step back. “I don’t even know if I want to do that.”

      “We’re going to coach you and help you with your speeches,” announced Annette. “Everyone has to start somewhere, right? We’re going to help you get off on the right foot. With a good speech in hand, the people of Vesta will love you.”

      “And I have no doubt what you have to offer will be leagues better than anything Serrano can offer them,” added Ellie. “This won’t be a big deal whatsoever.”

      “Okay then, let’s get started,” said Alex. “Where do we begin?”

      As it turned out, Ellie and Annette had a rather innovative approach to teaching. Using their P-coms, they generated a hologram audience to fill all the chairs, allowing some semblance of a crowd to witness the first speeches. Alex wasn’t accustomed to public speaking either, but he managed to get down the first speech (which was nothing more than a short paragraph detailing his life before coming to Vesta) without too much trouble.

      On the other hand, Jenna wasn’t nearly as smooth. She frequently stumbled over her words and her face stayed a bright red throughout the entire thing. It didn’t take much to see that she was going to need most of the work.

      “Okay, the secret to getting over your nerves is just repetition,” said Annette, trying her best to help. “The more times you give your speech, the smoother it’ll become. When you can practically recite the words from memory, you’ll have much more confidence when you get behind the podium. Talking to crowds just gets easier with more experience.”

      Jenna gave it the old college try but after an hour of practicing, she became burnt out. On one particular speech while she was explaining what she would bring to Vesta as a councilor (a speech written by Annette), she stumbled and dropped her notes.

      “This is absolutely pointless,” said Jenna as her frustration boiled over. “I’m never going to be able to give speeches in public. I don’t know why you’re wasting your time on me!”

      With those words, Jenna stormed out of the unit as Annette tried to call out to her.

      “Jenna, just wait. We can help you!”

      It soon became obvious that Jenna and Annette weren’t coming back immediately, leaving Alex with Ellie.

      “She’s being really hard on herself,” said Ellie, taking a sip of wine that was on the table. “It takes time to become a good public speaker. I think of the first hundred speeches that I had to give and they were terrible. I had the exact same problem that she has. Annette as well.”

      “Jenna is really hard on herself,” said Alex. “She hasn’t had the best experiences in life so far and it shows. She’s just going to need a little more time.”

      “Time is one thing we don’t have,” replied Ellie. “Elections are in less than a week. It’s imperative that we get two of our people on the Council, for my sake if nothing else.”

      “We will,” said Alex firmly. “Whatever happens, we’re not going to let Belladonna get her way. You’re not going to be exiled again or worse.”

      Ellie shot him a sideways grin. “I wish you were here before I was exiled. I could have used your help in preventing it from happening in the first place. If the Council had one ounce of your resolve, we wouldn’t be in such a terrible position in the first place.”

      “Be careful what you wish for,” said Alex, chuckling. “You might be singing a different tune if I get on the Council. Remember, I don’t have any experience with politics so I’m not always going to know the best course of action there.”

      Ellie started to shake her head. “I really doubt that, Alex. You have good instincts. Sure, you might be politically new but I think your heart’s in the right place. That’s why I think this is a good idea. You belong on this council. And I’m going to show the rest of Vesta what I see.”

      “You really think we can make a difference?”

      Ellie nodded. “I remember a time when Vesta wasn’t just the beleaguered colony that it is now. When I was much younger and my father still sat on the Council, there was a lot of hope for Vesta. This was before the Jargars came, and while we never had much in the way of money, there was always the idea that we could make this planet the home we always knew it could be. It’s changed a lot since then. The Jargars brought out the worst of us, traits like malice and greed. If we can truly unite ourselves behind a strong Council, I think there’s no limit to what we can achieve. And maybe we can revisit those glory days.”

      “It won’t be easy,” warned Alex. “But that does sound really great to me. It’s a reminder of why I came here.”

      Ellie smiled. “It sounds good to me too.”
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      One of the very few things Alex was able to do on his own without any interference from Belladonna was ensure the VDF was properly trained on their main combat weapon—the Tigwalt4 Pulse Rifle.

      A marvel of modern engineering, the Tigwalt4 rifle fired a concentrated beam of energy at its opponents without the need for traditional ammunition. That beam was generated by a power source attached to the rifle, and the biggest thing to remember when it came to maintenance was making sure the rifle was being “charged” when not in use. They fired inaccurate and nonlethal rounds when poorly-charged but otherwise, it was an incredibly useful and deadly rifle when properly cared for.

      Most of the VDF had extensive experience with the rifle due to the frequency of Jargar attacks but since no one had managed to bring one down for quite some time, Alex wanted them trained for accuracy to better help them in the future.

      The most promising thing he was able to set up was rifle training for non-VDF members, a way of training a “national guard” type force that could serve as a reserve, or for anyone interested in eventually joining the ranks of the VDF. It was this group that he was meeting with this morning. Many of them were the newer colonists from the Racine, and quite a few became interested in proper training once they figured out how big of a threat the Jargars actually were.

      It also was a way around the women in the VDF problem. Several of the new sign-ups were women, including one that was very close to Alex.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked Jenna as they walked along with Rick to the training grounds on the other side of the river. “Don’t get me wrong—you were great covering my ass outside of Vesta but I view this course as a warm-up session for joining the VDF. And you know I can’t promise you’ll get in right now with the current environment.”

      Jenna shook her head. “I don’t care what Belladonna thinks about women in the VDF. That’s where I want to be. After all, Carla made it work, right?”

      “Carla is about the only one to make it work,” said Alex before lowering his voice. “And only because she’s a little . . . unfeminine.”

      Jenna started to laugh. “I think the term you’re looking for is butch. Listen, I want to know how to operate a rifle. Vesta is in trouble and I want to be able to do my part. Is there anything wrong with that?”

      “She has a great point, Alex,” added Rick.

      Most of the class was already on the training grounds by the time Alex and Jenna arrived. A good portion of their faces were familiar to him already but they included a few native Vestans as well. One friendly face was that of Sam Reeves, the man who had his landing-partner, Adela, taken from him by Serrano back on the ship. He seemed proud to be there, although it was obvious he had no military experience by the way he held his rifle.

      “Good to see you, Sam,” said Alex, smacking the man’s back.

      “I figured it was about time I learned how to use one of these,” said Sam proudly. “When I heard you were putting this together, I wanted to be one of the first to sign up!”

      Most of the others were in a similar boat but one face stuck out immediately as a potential problem.

      “Alex,” Jenna hissed. “That man right there is Owen Drevan. He’s one of Serrano’s men!”

      “I see him,” growled Alex as he marched over to Owen. He remembered his face well from the small battle that took place outside the ship’s engine room. As Alex marched over to him, he saw Owen actually look nervous.

      “What are you doing here?” asked Alex, using his size to get in Owen’s face. “I know who you are. Are you spying for Serrano today?”

      Owen’s eyes flickered up to meet Alex’s briefly. “No, I’m not a spy. I’m not here for Serrano.”

      “Bullshit,” barked Alex. “You fought us right outside the engine room. You helped take over the ship for him. You can’t tell me you’re not one of his men.”

      “I was,” admitted Owen quietly.

      “What the hell do you mean you were?”

      “I mean I’m not anymore,” said Owen, meeting his stare. “I’m not one of them.”

      “Why? Tell me what happened.”

      Owen swallowed. “I fell in with Serrano because he was persuasive. I saw the idea of going to Dangallu as a better alternative. Once he took over the ship though, I felt terrible about what we did. What I helped him do. I might be a criminal but I still have a conscience. Once we got to Vesta, I started to distance myself from them. I don’t want any part of Serrano’s gang anymore.”

      “How do you expect me to believe you?” asked Alex. “How do I know you didn’t concoct that story with Serrano before you got here just so you could put a shot in my back the second I turn around?”

      Owen shook his head. “It’s not like that. I’ll prove it to you. Listen, I’m putting my life on the line even being here, all right? If Serrano or one of his other men saw me here, they could kill me. Why do you think I want to be here, to learn how to protect myself?”

      “It’s still awfully convenient for you,” argued Alex. “I’m of half a mind to have a gun trained on you the entire time just in case.”

      “That’s fine,” said Owen quickly. “Put a gun on me and tell them to shoot if I don’t follow your instructions to the letter. I’ll prove to you that I’m here on my own accord. If there’s a choice to be made between you and Serrano, then I can assure you I’m not going to pick Serrano.”

      Alex glared at the man for moments, trying to look for any hints of dishonesty. He found none in Owen’s body language but that didn’t mean he was going to trust him just yet.

      “Fine, you get one shot to do this right,” said Alex as he gestured to Rick. “But Rick is going to stand right behind you the entire time. One wrong move, and he’s going to pulverize your ass.”

      “I understand,” said Owen, nodding as Rick took position. “I’ll show you I’m here for the right reasons.”

      Even though he didn’t like the situation, Alex moved onto the actual training portion next.

      “Thank you all for coming,” he said to the group of twelve volunteers. “Now who here has ever handled a Tigwalt4 rifle in the past? Has anyone fired this rifle before?”

      None of the hands went up in the air. Most of the group looked at each other, seemingly relieved that they were in good company.

      “All right then,” replied Alex. “We’ll start with the basics. Let me teach you about all the rifle parts.”

      Alex spent the first forty-five minutes going over every part of the rifle from the stock all the way to the barrel. He showed them how it could be disassembled and then reassembled. He showed them how the power generator worked to form the beams of energy as well as how to use the sights properly. After that, he had all of them work on disassembling their own rifle before putting it back together.

      Almost all of them caught on quickly. True to his promise, Owen seemed to be the one taking it most seriously, finishing most tasks first. Sam struggled a little but seemed to pick up on it with proper guidance. Jenna did wonderful, further amplifying her reputation as a quick learner. Finally, it was time for them to take practice shots.

      The training grounds were equipped with a range and practice targets, and Alex had them all try out various distances to get a feel for the rifle. Some of them, like Sam, only barely hit the nearest target, which was just fine for the first day. Jenna hit the first two without any problem but her furthest target was a little off. Alex still beamed with pride at seeing what she could do.

      The real marksman of the day was Owen. At the furthest distance, he drilled the bulls-eye of the target like he’d been doing it his entire life.

      “You sure you’ve never shot a rifle before?” asked Alex with some apprehension after the shot. “I don’t know many people who could hit that one on their first try.”

      “Never fired a pulse rifle before but I did grow up on a farm back on Earth,” admitted Owen. “I’ve shot a rifle with traditional bullets—it was all my family could afford.”

      “Interesting,” replied Alex. “Anyway, good shooting. Let’s give someone else a turn.”

      They continued to practice for most of the morning. At one point, Alex noticed that Annette had come out to see their progress, standing just outside Biosphere Nine where she could watch. She waved at him once she caught his eye, giving him a subtle nod of approval in the process.

      By the end of the session, Alex felt great about their progress. Just about everyone showed promising signs of improvement, and most became more confident as the morning wore on.

      For nearly the first time since coming to Vesta, Alex felt hope that the future might not be so bleak.
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      Unfortunately, Alex’s good luck on the training grounds didn’t extend to the mining biosphere. He worked a twenty-four hour shift that started that afternoon before doing it again a day later. At first, Alex tried to get the patrols to range outside the punch bowl to the foothills, and he even secured Rick’s help in getting the other VDF members in his squad to go along with it. The patrols for the rest of that day took place on the rocky rim above the biosphere, giving them additional eyes and making Alex hopeful that the situation here could change too.

      It wasn’t meant to be. By the time Alex came in for his next shift, Rooney called him into his office first thing.

      “What’s this I hear about the men going on patrols outside the biosphere plain?” asked Rooney, getting straight to the point. “You know that’s not allowed so why did it happen?”

      “Because it needs to happen,” argued Alex. “It keeps all of our men a little safer. Now if only I could support those patrols with new watchtowers along the rim, we’d be in business.”

      Rooney stood up and put his fists on his desk. “We’ve been through this already, Captain. You might think that you’re doing this on the sly, but word has already leaked out and reached my desk. What are you going to do if it reaches Belladonna? The only thing she needs to do is say the word and you’re out of the VDF. Why are you risking your job with this?”

      “Because those men risk their lives for us everyday,” countered Alex. “The least we could do is extend them the same courtesy.”

      “You just don’t get it, Alex,” replied Rooney, shaking his head. “Remember your place here. And I don’t ever want to get word that you’re disobeying protocols ever again. Dismissed.”

      As expected, that put Alex in a foul mood, one that lasted the rest of the shift until he came back home to Jenna the following afternoon.

      It was made even worse when two new members of the VDF, new arrivals who traveled on the Racine, were killed by Jargars in the punch bowl an hour after Alex left.

      “Their deaths could have been prevented!” raged Alex. “What they are doing is so stupid that they are putting all of us at risk! I can’t protect these people if they won’t let me make changes.”

      Jenna tried her best to console him. “Maybe once elections are over, we will have the numbers to change things. We just need to wait a little longer still.”

      “And if we don’t win?” asked Alex. “What do we do if we have to live with a Belladonna majority on the Council for the foreseeable future? I can’t command in this environment if I can’t execute anything I want to do.”

      “We just need to hope that the future will be better,” said Jenna.

      Alex grumbled under his breath. “I hate leaving my fate to hope.”

      But what else could he do?
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      It didn’t take very long for the rifle training to start showing results. By the third session, many of the new trainees had shown considerable improvement. Sam was now regularly hitting the mark, even at a distance. He was even now talking about joining the VDF which was unthinkable for the Sam that Alex met on the Racine.

      Even more surprising was Owen. The one-time member of Serrano’s gang hadn’t given Alex any additional causes for concern. He was even somewhat friendly, which Alex found out after the second session when Owen was asking for tips on how to hit the longer distances. Alex no longer felt like he was a spy for Serrano, but that didn’t stop him from keeping an eye on him, just to be safe.

      Jenna was also making great progress. It was late afternoon, and it was only Alex and Jenna on the training grounds. She’d graduated to the next level of her training, which was trying to make consistent shots while Alex did his best to distract her. Jenna couldn’t hold back the smile on her face as he traced his fingers along the arch of her back.

      “Is that the best you’ve got?” asked Jenna, never moving a muscle before firing off a shot. It took out the center of the bulls-eye like she’d been doing it her entire life.

      “Oh, I can think of a few ways to get you,” teased Alex. “Try it again.”

      Jenna raised the rifle and prepared to fire while Alex took a more direct approach this time. He slid his hand under her top and made for her breast.

      Jenna started to laugh and lowered the rifle. “Okay, that’s just playing dirty.”

      “Is it?” he asked, giving her breast a squeeze before withdrawing her hand. “A good soldier is prepared to fight under any circumstance. They can’t let any distraction get to them, no matter how big.”

      “Oh, really?” she said, arching her eyebrow. “So if our roles were reversed and I tried my best to tease you, you would always hit the target?”

      “Without question,” boasted Alex playfully.

      “Okay, big man, why don’t you put your money where your mouth is?”

      Jenna handed him the rifle as an easy grin spread out on her face.

      “Anything off limits? I wouldn’t think so since you’re such a good shot and everything but I just want to make sure,” she said, her words dripping with sarcasm.

      Alex raised the rifle to his eye and prepared to fire. “Do your worst.”

      Jenna rubbed her hands together gleefully. For the first few shots, she did the same thing to him as he did to her. She ran her hands all over his body, trying to tease and poke him when he least expected it. Alex put it all out of his mind, concentrating on the target in front of him and hitting the center. When Jenna saw that what she was doing wasn’t working, she changed tactics.

      “Okay, let’s kick this up a notch,” she said, unbuttoning his trousers.

      Alex could only laugh for a moment until he refocused on the target. He felt Jenna’s lips next against the base of his neck while her hands ducked inside his fly. When that didn’t work, Jenna moved closer to his ear, letting out a soft moan in the process.

      “Oh, Alex,” she whispered as her hand wrapped around his member. “I want you so fucking bad.”

      Alex swallowed heavily and tried to keep his concentration but his body was betraying him. He was getting hard under Jenna’s soft touch and what she said next nearly sent him over.

      “Mmm, Alex! Uh, I want you to . . . mmm . . . fuck me so good, baby.”

      Alex wasn’t exactly sure where that last shot went because it missed the target completely. He’d barely lowered the rifle before Jenna started to laugh, jumping into his arms.

      “Oh, but I thought you were Mr. Concentration,” she teased, kissing him playfully. “And you couldn’t even keep your composure after I said two little things!”

      “It was combined with what you were doing down below that helped your cause,” quipped Alex.

      “A win is a win,” said Jenna, grinning in triumph. “So as the winner, how about we have a little fun together?”

      Alex raised his eyebrow as his pulse raced. “What kind of fun did you have in mind?”

      Jenna rolled her eyes up as she thought about it. She brought her finger to her lips and started tapping. “I was thinking maybe we could take a break from everything that’s serious—rifle training, working, the election—and just maybe go for a swim.”

      “A swim? Where did you find a pool?”

      “Inside Biosphere Six,” replied Jenna. “I found it on my P-com earlier. One of the side benefits of all the water pumps in that biosphere are that they set aside a good bit to fill a recreational pool. Want to take a dip with me?”

      A refreshing dip in the pool sounded great, especially considering how hot it was currently. They wasted little time in changing into swimsuits and getting into the pool, which was remarkably quiet for being the middle of the day, with only a few groups inside.

      Jenna took to the pool like a fish in water. It didn’t take her long to earn much of the male attention in the room, especially when she revealed a sexy two-piece white swimsuit that fit her body perfectly.

      Even Alex was having a hard time not staring.

      “You’re going to catch flies that way,” said Jenna with a laugh, splashing him with water after seeing his open mouth.

      “I just have one question for you,” said Alex as he got in the water too. “Can you be any hotter?”

      Jenna shot him a sultry look. “Oh, I can be much, much hotter, Alex. You have no idea.”

      “Trust me, I want to have an idea about that,” replied Alex.

      Jenna swam closer to him, intentionally brushing against him before swimming away. “Maybe I’ll let you if you can catch me.”

      With those words, she dove off to the other end of the pool. Alex took off after her, swimming as fast as he could but never quite catching up before she touched the opposite wall.

      She wasn’t finished playing with him either.

      “I guess you don’t want me that badly,” she said, shrugging her shoulders.

      Alex growled. “Double or nothing.”

      “Suit yourself!”

      They both tore off from the wall in a hurry. Once again, Jenna had a slight lead but Alex closed the gap quickly. This time, his larger body proved to be an asset as his longer strokes pulled ahead at the end.

      “You won!” said Jenna, giving him an accusatory glare. “How’d you do that? Did you cheat?”

      “No, that was fair and square, baby. I’ve always been a good swimmer.”

      “I’ve always liked swimming too,” she admitted. “When I was younger, it was a way for me to escape. I spent more time in the pool than I did in my own house at times. As a result, I became quite the swimmer.”

      “Well, that wasn’t easy to win by any means,” said Alex. “I had to go all-out to beat you so I can tell you have a lot of skill there.”

      Jenna smiled and swam closer, wrapping her arms around his shoulders. “So what do you want for your prize for winning?”

      Alex looked around at the other people there as he thought of an idea. Finally, he had one.

      “It looks like the last two groups are about to leave,” he said, gesturing to the people. “Once they’re gone, I’ll tell you what prize I want.”

      Jenna gave him a coy look and nodded her head. For the next ten minutes, they swam laps around the pool and splashed each other while the two remaining groups finished up. Once the last one was gone, Alex could spring his trap.

      “So what do you want?” asked Jenna, rubbing her breasts against his chest. “If you could only have one thing, tell me what it would be.”

      “Honestly?” asked Alex. “I want your bottoms right now.”

      Jenna gave him a sideways look. “My bottoms?”

      “Yes. Take them off.”

      She did so shyly and Alex watched as the white material made its way down her legs until she pulled them out of the water to rest against the rim.

      “There’s my bottoms for you,” she whispered breathily. “Anything else?”

      “Yes, I want you to sit on the ledge for me. Keep your legs in the pool but sit on the rim.”

      Jenna looked over at the door. “What if someone comes?”

      “They won’t,” said Alex. “It’s just you and me here, okay?”

      She relented and smiled. “Anything for you.”

      Using her arms, she pushed herself back on the rim into a sitting position, with all but her legs out of the water. Suddenly, Alex had a straight view of her pussy. There were beads of water just along her labia, which couldn’t have made her look more inviting. What was even more, Alex could smell her arousal at this distance and it was beckoning him forward for a closer look.

      “What are you doing, Alex—oh fuck,” moaned Jenna as his tongue made contact with her pussy. “Oh my god, what are you doing?”

      Alex gestured for her to part her legs. “I thought that was obvious? I want to taste you.”

      A look of worry appeared on her face. “Are you sure? I thought you wanted something else.”

      “What did you think I wanted?”

      “You know,” said Jenna, giving him an obvious look. “The thing.”

      “Maybe later,” he said before taking another long lick of her lips. “For now, I just want to make you feel good.”

      “Well, don’t let me stop you,” replied Jenna, closing her eyes. “In fact, don’t stop period.”

      Alex grinned against her pussy and really went to work. Jenna’s body was remarkably easy to read, in that her responses told him exactly what she liked. She really enjoyed it when he used his fingers in tandem with his tongue. Jenna’s body squirmed like crazy whenever he applied pressure against her clit while his fingers slipped inside her wet opening.

      “Oh, Alex, oh, mmm, what are you doing? I love it,” mumbled Jenna, throwing her head back.

      Listening to her body showed him just the right moves to drive her crazy. Nearly ten minutes into it, he had her hips bucking like crazy.

      “Alex,” she moaned. “Oh, Alex. Uhn, fuck . . . oh . . . right there, oh, yes . . . just like that. Oh, fuck Alex!”

      Jenna’s thighs closed around his ears as she came. Her chest heaved almost violently in the throes of orgasm, and he could taste her arousal on his lips. Once her body was finished reacting, Jenna laid back on her elbows as a content smile appeared on her lips.

      “I should let you win more often,” she said finally, laughing after it was out.

      “It worked out pretty well for us, didn’t it?”

      “It really did. Now kiss me.”

      Alex leaned up and kissed her tenderly. In the process, he was able to see near the door into the pool area.

      And he discovered that they weren’t alone.

      At that moment, the first thing he could see were long red locks of hair.

      Annette had seen the entire thing.
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      Jenna was on cloud nine after they left the pool area and made their way back to their housing unit. To say that she was happy was a bit of an understatement, especially by the way she linked her arm with Alex’s and kept humming on the way back. Alex suspected she might have skipped if she didn’t think she would embarrass herself in the process.

      “Is this all it takes to make you happy?” he teased. “One little orgasm?”

      Jenna laughed and swatted him playfully. “I wouldn’t call that a little orgasm by any means. That was quite a big one. And something that I haven’t felt in a long time. At least, one that wasn’t caused by myself.”

      “Is that right? You’re used to giving self-service then?”

      Jenna started to turn red. “A little. The last few months on Earth were like that to be honest. And there were a few nights after . . . well, you know.”

      “No, I don’t know,” replied Alex, suddenly very interested. “Tell me.”

      Jenna leaned in closer. “I mean there were a few nights when I had to take care of myself after what I did for you. Or whenever we got out of the shower and I was staring at you the entire time.”

      That last line made Alex stick his chest out a little further. He’d been used to being busted for staring at Jenna’s nearly perfect body. It actually felt great to know she was staring back too.

      “We don’t have to just stare,” offered Alex. “And you don’t have to take care of yourself separately. I can help with that.”

      “Believe me, I fully intend to enlist your services from now on,” she joked. “I could go for a few more of those if I’m being honest.”

      “I might have to clear my schedule but I think I can fit you in,” he teased, earning another swat from her.

      “Thank you for this,” she said after a few moments, getting serious. “I hope you don’t think I’m teasing you too much but after what happened to me, it takes me a long time to trust someone these days.”

      “You didn’t seem like you were moving slowly back there,” said Alex before lowering his voice. “You know, when my tongue was buried in your pussy.”

      Jenna turned bright red. “Why does it sound so nasty whenever you say it like that?”

      “Because it’s very nasty,” teased Alex. “I mean, what kind of girl lets another guy stick his tongue in her pussy and make her cum like that in public? It’s so dirty, Jenna.”

      “You’re fucking with me, aren’t you?” she asked.

      “I totally am. It’s kind of fun to watch you turn red.”

      Jenna started to laugh and shoved him hard. “You’re so lucky that I like you as much as I do. Anyone else would get their ass kicked right now.”

      “From you, that might not be so bad.”

      “But still, getting back to what I was saying, thank you for being patient with me,” continued Jenna. “I know we haven’t gone ‘all the way’ yet but I’m getting there. And this was a really great way to bridge the gap if that makes sense?”

      It definitely made sense to Alex. Although it was frustrating at times that they’d gone no further than oral sex, he knew the reason why she was going slow. And he wasn’t about to rush her and possibly harm their relationship.

      “Don’t worry about that,” said Alex. “I’m not going to die if we don’t have sex right away. I told you before that I’m comfortable moving at your pace.”

      Jenna sighed happily and grabbed his hand. “If you keep talking like that, it’s going to be sooner rather than later. Much sooner.”

      “You’re just saying that because I made you cum.”

      “Alex!” said Jenna with a laugh. “Not so loud. There are people nearby.”

      That was definitely true as several other Vestans were now in close proximity. It also reminded Alex that their pool liaison hadn’t been entirely private. Right at the end, he’d noticed that Annette had seen what they were doing, watching them through the window just above the door. He didn’t know how long she’d been there, but she was gone the next time he looked.

      Part of him wondered why she was watching? Or was it that she just happened on them and made herself scarce right after?

      And if she was watching, did she enjoy it?

      Those thoughts were dashed once they got back to their housing unit and Alex saw a message on his P-com from Annette.

      Come to my councilor’s office.

      That didn’t sound promising. And Alex started to wonder if he was about to be punished for what he did. Surely a place as open-minded and sexually-charged as Vesta wouldn’t care that he ate Jenna out by the pool but then again, things usually found a way of surprising him at the colony.

      Alex made his way to Annette’s office by himself, not wanting to worry Jenna about it. He found the beautiful, redheaded councilor by herself in her modest workspace, writing something behind her desk. It was the first time he’d been there, and Alex was immediately struck by several trophies that she kept off on the side wall. A quick glance at them showed that she’d won some kind of sporting competition but that was all he could see before coming to a stop by her desk.

      There was a slight twinkle in her eye as she looked up at Alex.

      “Thanks for coming so fast,” she said.

      Was it Alex’s imagination or did she linger too long on the word coming?

      “Well, it sounded urgent,” replied Alex. “But I think I know why you wanted to see me.”

      Annette raised an eyebrow and smiled. “Do you now?”

      “I saw you,” said Alex simply. “And you saw us. By the pool.”

      The smile didn’t leave Annette’s face. She reclined back in her chair and put her hands together. “I did. And I have to say I’m a little surprised by you both.”

      “What was so surprising about it?”

      Annette started to laugh. “It was just the last thing I expected to see when I was walking by. Especially from you two.”

      Alex shrugged. “The only thing I’ve heard since I got here is how open-minded Vesta is when it comes to sex. I don’t know why it would be a problem.”

      “I don’t have a problem with it,” replied Annette. “Although I wouldn’t have minded switching places with Jenna for that particular . . . experience.”

      “How long were you watching us?”

      “Long enough,” replied Annette. “Enough to be potentially classified as a voyeur.”

      “And why?” asked Alex. “Why didn’t you walk away once you saw what we were doing?”

      Annette raised her eyebrow and gave him a smirk. “Why do you think, Alex? To borrow your own words, this is still Vesta. And it’s been a long time since I’ve gotten any attention—like the kind that Jenna received.”

      “Ever since Walker, right?”

      Annette frowned. “How did you know about Walker?”

      “How else?” replied Alex. “Ellie.”

      Annette made a knowing face. “I should’ve figured. That’s interesting that Ellie told you about him though. I’m assuming she didn’t spare any details?”

      “Probably not. Ellie seemed to be pretty forthcoming.”

      “Well, as you can imagine, it’s been a long time for me,” admitted Annette. “So I watched you both for a while. Big deal.”

      “It was enough of a big deal to call me in here though,” Alex pointed out.

      “That’s because I want you to be careful about what you’re doing,” said Annette. “Yes, Vesta is an open-minded colony but there are limits to that, especially if two of the leading front-runners to get on the Vestan Council are discovered having oral sex next to the community pool. It might not seem proper for a politician, even in Vesta. Make sense?”

      Alex couldn’t hold back a smile. “You Vestans are really strange people.”

      Annette waved her finger back and forth. “You’re a Vestan now too, Alex. And when in Vesta, do as the Vestans do.”

      Alex started to laugh. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Annette leaned back in her chair. “I have to say that after what I witnessed, it’s no wonder that she’s in love with you. I would be too after that kind of treatment.”

      “Who? Jenna?”

      Annette nodded. “Who else?”

      Alex started to shake his head. “Jenna doesn’t love me. We still barely know each other.”

      The look Annette gave him suggested that he was full of shit. “Come on, Alex. You’ve shown me that you’re a pretty smart guy so far. Use some of that intelligence and look at Jenna. Trust me on this.”

      Though he didn’t want to admit it just yet, he knew that Annette probably had a point. His relationship with Jenna had made some serious strides lately, and she was being very affectionate with him. But did she actually love him?

      “Either way, I just wanted to warn you before you did it again,” said Annette. “You know, in public. We still have an election to win.”

      “Thanks for the heads-up,” replied Alex. “I will try to dial back my public liaisons until after I’m in office.”

      Annette started to laugh. “I think we understand each other perfectly. But just a fair warning—if I catch you both again, I just might make you put that tongue to good use.”

      “Do you always make such candid offers in your office?” joked Alex. “Or do you just have a certain affinity for the pool?”

      Annette shuddered. “No way. I can’t swim. I’ve never tried to be honest and the water kind of scares me after all these years without learning.”

      “Really, you’ve never learned before? Never been curious enough to try it?”

      “Oh, I’ve been curious,” replied Annette. “But it’s just stopped there. I wouldn’t mind trying it someday but I’d need someone to teach me first.”

      That gave Alex an idea. He looked back over to the wall with the trophies and then back at Annette. “I’m thinking about something. But first, can you tell me what those trophies are for? It looks like there’s something you’re really good at.”

      Annette looked over at the trophies and beamed with a smile. “Ever heard of Slogger?”

      “Can’t say that I have.”

      “It used to be a lot more popular in Vesta, especially before the Jargars came. It’s a game of teams where you move a plastic disc called a Slogger down a field and then you have to throw it into a goal while the other team tries to prevent you from doing it. It’s really a lot of fun.”

      “And by the looks of it, you’re pretty damn good at it,” said Alex.

      Annette grinned. “I was really good at it. If only we still played it here. It’s really fallen by the wayside, like many things in the last ten years.”

      “Well, that gives me an idea,” said Alex. “How about this—I’ll teach you how to swim if you teach me how to play Slogger. Perfect trade-off, right?”

      Annette gave him a queer look. “What’s the catch? Why do you want to help me?”

      Alex shrugged. “Why not? It sounds like you want to learn how to swim but maybe you’re just a little embarrassed to really give it a try. You won’t need to be embarrassed with me. I don’t mind helping if we can help you learn.”

      “You’d really do that for me, Alex?”

      He nodded. “Sure, why not?”

      Annette smiled and stuck out your hand. “You’ve got yourself a deal then. A swim lesson for a Slogger lesson, right?”

      “Sounds great to me,” said Alex.

      “I do have to warn you though,” said Annette, with a dangerous twinkle in her eye. “Don’t try to pull the same moves on me in the pool as you did with Jenna. I might smack you.”

      Alex held up his hand. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      “Alex, I was kidding. Feel free to make any move you want.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 57

          

        

      

    

    
      “All I want is to make life better for ordinary Vestans! And I promise you that if you elect me to the Vestan Council, things are going to change for the better!”

      Alex watched Jenna give her practice speech in Annette’s housing unit later that evening. The election was rapidly approaching, and both Annette and Ellie had insisted on multiple practice runs so they could critique Alex and Jenna’s speeches.

      For her part, Jenna had come a long way but Alex suspected that her heart wasn’t really in this. She said the right words and made the same hand movements that had been instructed by Ellie but something was missing, and Alex figured he knew why.

      She just didn’t want this that badly.

      “Well, how was it?” asked Jenna, looking out to the crowd of three living people (as well as the hologram crowd that had been set up by Annette).

      “I’m seeing vast improvement,” said Annette. “You’ve come a long way from when we first started working on your speaking.”

      That brought a relieved smile to Jenna’s lips and she came down from the podium to take her seat next to Alex. In the process, he took her place and began his own speech, hitting on many of the same points as Jenna’s but also highlighting his experience with the Jargars. By the time he was done, Annette stood up and clapped.

      “He’s a shoe-in!” she said, looking at her cousin. “There’s no way he doesn’t get in.”

      Ellie didn’t look so certain. “He gives a great speech and I love everything that he’s saying but I’m still worried about this. I wouldn’t put it past Belladonna to pull a dirty trick to ensure both her people get those seats. I’m really worried about this.”

      “But isn’t it just a simple vote?” asked Jenna. “They hear the speeches and then go vote for who they want? How can she tamper with that?”

      “Belladonna could find a way,” replied Ellie. “That woman is incredibly devious.”

      “At least it’s Vitale’s software that is counting the votes,” said Annette. “That should add a level of fairness to all of this.”

      “How exactly will that work?” asked Alex. “I guess we haven’t had a full rundown of what happens on election day this weekend. Does everyone only get one vote?”

      Ellie shook her head. “Two votes per person. The rules state that any one person gets as many votes as open spaces on the Council. Since we have two open spots, that means two votes. Every Vestan gets to vote for their ideal Council. The first thing that will happen is that every Vestan will gather in the open quad that is between Biospheres One, Two, Five, and Seven. It’s the only space that’s large enough to accommodate all of us. It’s also the center of the entire city so it’s the safest and we won’t have to worry about Jargars.”

      “I take it that’s where the speeches are given as well?”

      Ellie nodded. “Each candidate will be allowed to give their speech, lasting no more than fifteen minutes. There will be a total of six speeches from each of the six candidates.”

      “There are other candidates?” asked Jenna. “I thought it was only Alex and I and then Serrano and Ross?”

      “There are two native Vestans that are running for the spots but they don’t have much support,” replied Annette. “From what I can tell, most of the colony is divided into the two factions—ours and Belladonna’s. They suspect—and they will know for certain once you give your speech—that you both are with Ellie and I. Either way, I see this contest as coming down to just us and them.”

      “Once those speeches are given, everyone votes immediately after,” said Ellie. “There isn’t much time to think about it. Everyone will log into the voting app courtesy of their P-com and place their votes. As soon as everyone is done, the totals for each candidate will be displayed to the whole city. That’s all there is to it. The winners will take their seats at the next Council meeting.”

      “What about disputes?” asked Jenna. “Or what if Belladonna tries to do something shady? Do we have any recourse to dispute it?”

      Annette and Ellie looked at each other first before looking back at Jenna.

      “The only recourse we have is vigilance,” explained Ellie. “Once the votes are in, the election is over. No disputes. That’s why we have to keep our eyes on Belladonna and make sure she doesn’t try to intervene in any way. I know it’s not a perfect answer but that’s how our system is set up.”

      “You might want to give Vitale a heads-up though,” said Alex. “Just in case anyone tries to tamper with his app.”

      “I’ll send him a message right now,” said Annette. “Couldn’t hurt for him to be vigilant too, right?”

      That seemed good enough for all of them at that point, and after Ellie explained a few more technical points about the election, Jenna noticed just how late in the evening it was.

      “I should probably get to bed,” she said, letting out a yawn. “My work shift starts early tomorrow and I don’t want to be a zombie.”

      As both Alex and Jenna made their way to the door, they said goodnight to Annette and Ellie and finally they were on their own. When that happened, Jenna let out a deep sigh.

      “Are you as nervous as I am about this election? Because I feel like I’m only one small step away from screwing this up.”

      Alex reached over to grab her hand. “It’s going to be okay. You’ve made so much progress since we started practising our speeches. You’re going to get this. We both are.”

      Jenna gave him a warm smile and squeezed his hand. “How is it that you always seem to make everything better?”

      Alex chuckled. “Maybe to you.”

      “Maybe for everyone, but especially for me. You’re an incredible person, Alex.”

      If he looked over at her now, he might have seen something different in Jenna’s eyes. He might have seen the lust that had been building. Alex didn’t look though, only focusing on the feel of Jenna’s hand as they made their way back to their housing unit. It wasn’t until they were inside that he could tell something was different.

      “Alex,” said Jenna as soon the door was closed. “It’s time. I want you so badly.”
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      Alex wasn’t quite sure he really heard what Jenna just said. His mouth was still open and he was secretly praying she really meant that.

      “Come again?” he stammered finally.

      Jenna smiled and tugged at his hand. “I want you, Alex Hawthorne, to take me, Jenna Whitaker, into our bedroom and I want you to make love to me.”

      Alex gulped heavily and he felt a surge of activity below his waist. He hadn’t been anywhere near a state of arousal when he’d been practicing his speech, but one statement from Jenna was all it took to put him at full mast.

      “You’re sure this is what you want?” he asked.

      Jenna leveled her head and stared at him. “Alex?”

      “What?”

      “Just fuck me already.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      With those words, Jenna walked closer to him and practically leapt into his arms, kissing him with every ounce of passion she could muster. In the process, she proceeded to grind her hips against his, smashing his erection against her midsection.

      Once the kiss was over, her green eyes flashed with arousal. “Bedroom. Now.”

      She led the way, stepping backward on her way to the room and beckoning him forward with her sexy eyes alone. Alex moved swiftly until he followed her around the corner and found her laying on her back, legs already spread. Though she was still clothed, her skintight, black pants didn’t leave much to the imagination.

      “You’re so gorgeous,” whispered Alex as he looked her over.

      Jenna smiled shyly, temporarily breaking her sex kitten persona. She brushed a strand of her blonde hair out of her face. “I’m all yours.”

      “After tonight, you’ll be my love forever,” growled Alex.

      Jenna shivered. “That just might be the sexiest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      

      Alex’s hands went to the buttons on her pants. He undid them slowly, one at a time, until he caught sight of the white lace panties underneath. He leaned in, inhaling the sweet scent of her arousal.

      “There’s no going back after this,” said Alex as he began to pull her pants down her legs. “Not after I slide inside you for the first time.”

      Jenna bit her lip. “I never want to go back. I want to be with you. I need you.”

      Alex tossed her pants on the floor. “How bad do you want me?”

      “So fucking bad, Alex. You have no idea.”

      “Show me.”

      Jenna gave him a coy look as she reached down to her panties. She pulled them down exposing her pussy. The lips were velvety smooth and cherry red, with a heavy dose of wetness along the exterior.

      “Look what you’ve done to me,” she said quietly.

      Alex lowered his head and opened his mouth, letting his tongue slide along her flesh. Jenna gasped once he made contact and she pushed her hips against his mouth.

      “I love the way you taste,” whispered Alex, his voice muffled by her body.

      Jenna could only whimper, especially as he trailed his tongue north, choosing to nibble at her clit. He soon felt her hand slide through his hair, making a fist after he applied the slightest amount of pressure against her sensitive nub.

      Now that the game was on, Alex let her body be his guide, repeating any movements that she seemed to favor. This wasn’t the first time that he’d been between her legs, and he was getting a very good feel for what Jenna liked. Sure enough, she gasped once he introduced his fingers, and it wasn’t long before she leaned up, removing her royal-blue blouse and white, lace bra, throwing them on the floor.

      There wasn’t anything more beautiful than the sight of a naked Jenna, her body rippling as it approached orgasm. Her breasts were heaving now, and her moaning was starting to get louder as he suckled on her clit.

      “Alex,” said an increasingly-hot Jenna. “I’m so close. I’m so close, baby.”

      He was addicted to her taste. Jenna was sweet and tangy at the same time, like the perfect treat after a filling meal. And with Jenna’s hips now bucking, there was nothing he wanted more than to see her go over the edge.

      “Let go for me,” he coached. “Let it all go. Cum for me, Jenna.”

      Jenna’s mouth fell open as her back arched. Quite suddenly, Alex felt a surge of her juices coat his lips and chin. Jenna used her hand to keep the pressure against his head, holding him tight against her body as she shuddered once, twice, and then a third time before falling limp against the bed. He thought she might be down for the count, but then she hit him with the sexiest smile he’d ever seen.

      “I want more,” she whispered as she crooked her finger at him. “Come up here, Alex.”

      Alex grinned and gave her pussy a couple more licks before kissing his way north. He stopped to lather a few kisses against her belly button before moving to each breast. Alex took his time, suckling on her nipples, giving the same treatment to them as he did her clit. All the while, Jenna watched him and kept her hips arched upward.

      When he finally reached her lips, she kissed him passionately, moaning into his mouth. Her hands started to paw at him frantically.

      “You’re still dressed,” she said. “Why?”

      “Guess I’m moving too slow,” he teased. “Help me?”

      Jenna nodded and helped him pull his shirt off while he kicked off his pants, taking his boxers with it. Before long, it was just the two of them, without a stitch of clothing between them.

      Though Alex had long ago gotten used to taking showers with Jenna, and seeing her naked body on a daily basis, this was something new. His stiff cock was now trapped between her thighs, and her tits were crushed against his chest. He looked down to see Jenna’s green eyes watching him.

      They were full of love.

      “Put it in me?” she pleaded. “ Take me Alex.”

      Her words made his cock twinge in excitement. He reached between them and took hold of his manhood, guiding it to the source of heat between her legs. Jenna bit her lip when she felt him notch the tip between her silken folds. She arched her hips, giving him just the right angle.

      They both groaned as Alex pushed forward into the wettest and tightest pussy he’d ever been in. Being inside Jenna was indescribable. She was so slick and with every centimeter he moved deeper, he could feel her body expanding to accommodate him.

      It was so intense that Jenna had to grab his shoulders, moderating the pace until she could handle it.

      “You’re splitting me open,” she said with a tense but playful tone. “Do you have a permit for that thing?”

      Alex grinned. “Does it feel good though?”

      “Oh, it feels so fucking good,” moaned Jenna. “Just go slow. Let me get used to you.”

      Alex pushed in a little deeper, rocking his hips to drive himself deeper but at a slow pace. Jenna kept him locked with her hips, but she soon lessened her hold, allowing him more room to move.

      “I can’t tell you how good that feels,” she whispered once he’d slid all the way. “Fuck, Alex. I needed this so bad.”

      “You feel incredible,” he replied. “Better than I ever imagined.”

      Jenna grinned at him. “You pictured this? The first time we had sex?”

      Alex started to laugh. “Like half the nights we spent together. All that time out in the wilderness, when I was sitting up on watch with nothing better to do. Even once we got our own bed too.”

      “Did I live up to the expectation? As good as you pictured?”

      “Baby, you’re even better. It’s fucking perfect.”

      Jenna giggled. “I couldn’t agree more. I’ve waited so long for this. Let’s make the best of it.”

      Alex answered by kissing her. Jenna moaned against his mouth as their hips started to rock together in perfect frequency. He felt her arms locking around his shoulders, hugging him against her body. Even Jenna’s legs returned to his waist, giving just enough pressure to set the right pace.

      It was probably for a good thing. The only thing Alex wanted to do was hammer her into the bed, getting as deep inside her body as he possibly could. Their pace continued to quicken, and Jenna’s moans were only getting louder.

      “Just like that, oh fuck, that feels so good,” she said once he leaned down to once more capture her nipple in his mouth. Alex suckled on it while continuing to pound into her, loving every second. He loved the way her nipple stiffened his mouth, and once he released the left one, he switched over to the right to give it the same treatment.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful,” said Alex, once he released her nipple. “I’m addicted to you.”

      Jenna frantically reached up to kiss him while slamming her hips against his cock, impaling her even more. Alex thrust forward with even more force, enjoying the sound of their hips slapping together.

      “Harder, baby. Give it to me harder,” moaned Jenna. “Show me how much you want me.”

      Alex didn’t need to be told twice. He increased the pace, causing her to get louder still.

      “Fuck yes, take me, take me,” she said, her head rolling back and forth. “I can’t get enough of you!”

      Alex kept focusing on keeping the pace, on heightening her pleasure. He wasn’t worried about his orgasm just yet, even though Jenna seemed to be almost there. He could tell her pussy was getting wetter, and she had a death grip on his arms that was only getting tighter.

      “S-so, so close,” said Jenna. “Going to . . . going to cum. Oh, Alex! Alex! Alexxxxx!”

      At that moment, Alex could feel her fingernails dig into his skin. Her hips started bucking like crazy as she came, and a loud groan erupted from her mouth.

      It was a beautiful sight to see her so enraptured.

      Jenna couldn’t stop her whispers as she came.

      “I love you, Alex. I love you so much. I love you.” Over and over again it came as she shook out every tremor.

      Her body had gone limp temporarily but she regained some semblance of consciousness when she realized he hadn’t cum yet.

      As soon as she realized it, Jenna had a renewed focus. Her hands went to his ass, pulling him in tight against her body as he continued to hammer against her.

      “Finish in me,” she said. Her voice was weak but her tone was absolute. “Cum in me, Alex. Please? I need it so bad. I need all your cum so deep in my pussy.”

      Hearing the words triggered something deep within him, something primal. Knowing that there was no barrier between them, nothing to stop him from impregnating Jenna right now spurred him forward.

      “I’m getting closer,” he said. “Going to cum so hard for you. Going to fill you, baby.”

      Jenna’s eyes rolled upward as she bit her lip. “I need it, Alex. Fill me with your cum so there’s no doubt who I desire. There’s nothing I want more than for you to fill me”

      “So close,” warned Alex. “I’m almost there.”

      “Give it all to me. Knock me up, Alex. Give me your baby.”

      Finally, it hit him. Alex drove into her welcoming body with every ounce of energy he had. He could start to feel his cum rocketing up his shaft, and there was only one place for it to go.

      Directly inside Jenna’s womb.

      “Oh, Alex,” she moaned. “I can feel it. You’re cumming inside me and it feels so fucking good!”

      It certainly did. Alex fired jet after jet inside Jenna’s body, unleashing a tidal wave of cum that wasn’t about to end any time soon. The best part about the whole thing was that it unleashed Jenna’s last orgasm of the night, a mini shudder that seemed to ripple outward from her core.

      Finally, they both came down from their shared high. When Alex looked at her again, her shimmering green eyes were firmly planted on his. She looked tired but utterly satisfied.

      “We did it,” she said triumphantly, like they’d just won some kind of couples obstacle course. “It only took us a little while to get here but we finally did it.”

      “Better now than never,” replied Alex.

      Jenna giggled. “You’re so right, but I think I have a big problem right now.”

      “Oh? What’s that?”

      Jenna’s eyes rolled upward. “If I get up, I’m going to shoot a river of cum on our bed.”

      Alex laughed with her. “That seems like a good problem to have.”

      “You might think so, but you’re not the one sleeping in the wet spot tonight.”

      “We’ll change the sheets before bed. See, easy problem to fix.”

      Jenna grinned at him. “I’m just teasing you. I love you, Alex. I think I love you more than I’ve ever loved anyone. Thank you for tonight. I can’t think of a better way to de-stress from the election.”

      “You know, it’s not many times after sex that I get a thank you,” joked Alex. “Is this your way of saying you want to do it again?”

      “Again and again and again,” replied Jenna. “Again times infinity. Does that work for you?”

      Alex could only smile. “Baby, you better believe it.”
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      The next day started off incredibly well enough. It started with Alex waking up to a very naked Jenna, who was in the process of mounting him. There was no better way to start the morning, and they had quiet, sensual morning sex until Alex came heavily inside her a short while later.

      Something had finally clicked with Jenna, and now that they were having sex, he marveled at how easily she fit into his life. Being with Jenna just made sense. She was intelligent,sexy, caring and funny at the same time, it was no wonder that he was falling in love with her.

      If only the rest of the day would have gone as smoothly as his morning. That day, Alex was once again positioned at the mining biosphere. He had two squads under his command, led by the same two surly lieutenants—Hans Mueller and Rob Decklan. Neither man had thawed in his attitude toward Alex, making them both difficult to work with. Alex found that as long as he followed the same rotations and positions that were in place before he arrived, he didn’t have many problems with the two men.

      It was only whenever he asked them to take different defensive positions—like up around the rim or further out—that they started to complain. Alex had figured out that it was Hans that went to Rooney several days ago, letting the commander know about Alex’s unorthodox approach. Since then, Alex felt that his hands were tied to make the changes he wanted to make.

      Though he had no way of knowing it, the lack of any substantial changes was about to define Alex’s entire day.

      It all started when one of the watchtowers reported in before they were scheduled to. The message was brief and to the point.

      “Captain Hawthorne, there’s been movement spotted on the upper rim. I believe it might be a Jargar, sir.”

      Any suspected Jargar sightings always set off a flurry of activity. By rule, Alex was supposed to treat those sights with a display of force, and that’s exactly what he authorized at that particular moment as all the VDF members (apart from those in the affected watchtower) set aside what they were doing and moved toward the tower in force.

      Hans and his men were the first to arrive, followed minutes later by Alex, Rob, and the rest of the VDF members.

      “Any further sightings?” asked Alex as soon as they made it to the tower.

      “Negative, sir,” replied Hans, his eyes scanning the rim. “We haven’t seen anything yet. My guess is that this is a false alarm. The men think they see Jargars all the time but usually we find nothing.”

      “I don’t want to take any chances,” said Alex. “Let’s spread out but stay in pairs. Everyone covers a different portion of the rim. Each man in the pair is responsible for the man next to him. If there’s a Jargar out there, let’s nab it without losing anyone.”

      “Is that really necessary, sir?” asked Hans, showing his truculence once more. “If it really was a Jargar, it’s probably gone.”

      Alex stared him down. “You heard my order, Lieutenant. I expect it to be executed. Move out.”

      Hans said nothing apart from telling his men to act on it. It was clear that the display of authority was chafing at him but Alex couldn’t care less at that moment.

      Hans would have to learn his place one way or another.

      Both squads started to spread out, covering more ground around the entire biosphere and searching around the rim. Alex was joined by Rick and the two men took a section on the other side of the plain from the watchtower, where the cliffs above them weren’t as steep.

      “You really think there’s a Jargar up there?” asked Rick quietly as they searched.

      “I don’t know,” replied Alex. “But I don’t want to take any chances, that’s for sure.”

      “I sure hope not,” said Rick. “We just got here. The last thing I want to do is die now.”

      “With any luck, you won’t die anytime soon—”

      Alex never got a chance to finish his sentence. His attention was diverted to the rock wall in front of him. Several small pebbles had rolled down the side of the cliff, many of them no larger than his fingers. Yet, it was the movement below that had his eyes moving upward, and Alex nearly jumped when he saw the creature on the upper rim.

      It was another Jargar and as soon as Alex spotted it, it made a headlong dash down to the bowl, making directly for him. The speed that it moved at was nothing short of miraculous. And Alex didn’t know if he had enough time to even fire his weapon.

      Alex did manage to raise his pulse rifle and fired off two shots before the Jargar barreled into him at full force, forcing him to his back. The full weight of the alien creature landed on top of his chest while the Jargar’s mighty jaws and piercing teeth fell right against his face. It was so close that Alex could smell the creature’s breath—a foul stench that made the hair on his back stand up.

      It soon became obvious that his first two shots had mortally wounded the creature, and by the time that it landed on Alex, it had slowed down enough for Rick to fire a shot into its side, giving it only seconds to live.

      In those seconds, Alex heard it speaking to him, just like he did with the second Jargar he’d killed.

      Protect the home. Kill the . . . invader.

      Those were the last thoughts of the Jargar before it died.

      “Alex! Jesus Christ, are you alive under there?”

      Rick was in a panic as used the butt of his rifle to hammer at the Jargar’s flank, trying to get its weight off of Alex. After the shock of the blow had subsided, Alex added his strength to Rick’s, pushing the Jargar to the side.

      “Alex, you’re alive! Holy shit, how the hell are you alive?”

      “I wish I knew,” said Alex, grabbing his chest. “These fucking things weigh a ton. I bet he cracked a few of my ribs.”

      “Can you stand up?”

      “Maybe if you helped me.”

      Rick extended his hand, helping Alex get to his feet. In the process, his chest started to throb with pain, confirming his thoughts about some broken ribs.

      “Jesus, Alex, I knew you were fast and I didn’t doubt the rumors about the other Jargars you’d killed but that was something else to watch it go down. I still don’t know how you got a shot off that quickly.”

      “It nearly wasn’t quick enough,” replied Alex. “I felt like I hesitated as he looked down on me from the rim.”

      “Your hesitation is another man’s quick reflexes.”

      Rick seemed to have a point, and at that moment, the other members of the VDF were now swarming his position after seeing what happened. Almost all of them were cheering as they approached. Many took a turn to give Alex a hearty slap on the back while a good many gawked at the body of the dead Jargar.

      Even Hans seemed to drop his aggressive posturing.

      “I’ve never seen anything like that in all my years on Vesta,” he said, nodding his head. “I thought you were as good as dead as soon as it collided with you. And yet, you killed it instead.”

      “Not before it did some damage,” said Alex, rubbing his chest.

      “And I thought the rumors were bullshit,” admitted Hans. “I thought you were lying your ass off about killing the two other Jargars. But you were telling the truth.”

      Alex didn’t know what to say to that so he simply nodded.

      “I’m sorry I doubted you then,” said Hans. “I can see now that you know what you’re talking about.”

      It wasn’t much of an apology but Alex suspected that the moment was more momentous than it looked. Similar sentiments were soon given by Rob too, and it didn’t take long until the Jargar’s body was being dragged back inside the mining biosphere and the news was being given to Commander Rooney.

      A few minutes later, Alex took the call directly from Rooney on his P-com.

      “You’re lucky to be alive,” said Rooney before breaking into a shit-eating grin. “You have to bring the body back to the city. You’ll be even more of a celebrity here.”

      “Are you sure about that?” asked Alex. “I don’t need anymore fame in Vesta.”

      “Trust me, this isn’t just about you, Hawthorne. The people need to see this. They need to see that fucker’s big, hairy body and know they can be killed. This is more about morale in Vesta than it is anything else. Bring it home and celebrate with the city.”

      “All right then,” conceded Alex. “You’ve convinced me.”

      “One more thing,” added Rooney. “I think this is really going to help your candidacy for the Council.”
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      Rooney was exactly right about his prediction. The city went wild when the VDF arrived back at Biosphere Five, dragging the carcass of the Jargar behind their rover. This marked the first time a Jargar’s body had been killed and recovered by the Vestans, and for most of them, it was a sign that things could change for the better.

      And Alex’s star rose just a little higher, if that was even possible. Quite suddenly, he had ordinary Vestans coming up to him to ask how he killed the Jargar. He had Vestan women wanting to know if he was married or whether they could come over to “get to know him better.”

      The attention was overwhelming, and Alex was secretly thankful that he still had the matter of his chest to attend to. It was Rooney that brought him to the hospital on the other side of Biosphere Five, and after a check-in, a doctor came in to perform a scan of his entire chest.

      “Yep, it looks like two broken ribs right here,” said the doctor, using a pen to point it out on his scanner. “You’re lucky that’s all it is. I don’t usually see Jargar injuries here. Most of the time, we never recover the body.”

      “So I’ve heard,” said Alex, rubbing the tender spot on his chest. “How long until I’m patched up?”

      “On your own? Three to six weeks,” answered the doctor. “But we’re not going to do that the old-fashioned way. I’m going to give you a growth serum that will promote rapid healing.”

      “I’m familiar with the stuff,” said Alex. “I’ve had it before when I broke my back.”

      “Good, then I don’t have to warn you about the taste,” joked the doctor.

      Alex made a disgusted face. Though the serum was incredible in the way that it worked—healing broken bones in a matter of days instead of weeks, it was quite possibly the foulest tasting concoction that he’d ever had. It wouldn’t have been so bad if it just went down the hatch and it was over, but the aftertaste lingered for an hour no matter what you drank after it.

      “Let’s get this over with,” said Alex. “I don’t suppose you have any serums that temporarily remove your sense of taste, do you?”

      The doctor chuckled. “If only, son. If only. I’ll send the nurse around with the serum in a few minutes. You’ll have to stay the night just for caution but we can release you in the morning.”

      “That’s a good thing, the elections are tomorrow,” replied Alex. “I can’t miss that.”

      “Ah, right,” replied the doctor, nodding his head. “I’m looking forward to hearing your speech then. From what I’ve heard, it’s going to come down to you and that Serrano guy. Anyway, it looks like you have a visitor.”

      The doctor had scarcely gestured to the door before Alex saw a blur of blonde rush into the room. Quite suddenly, he had Jenna’s arms around him, hugging him tightly as a look of concern filled her face.

      “Easy, my ribs,” said Alex, wanting to laugh but holding himself back because of the pain.

      “Another one?” asked Jenna. “I’ve heard the rumors going around on my way over. They said you killed another Jargar!”

      “I’m getting better at it,” joked Alex. “I killed this one before it got to me. The problem was that it had enough momentum that it still tackled me and landed on my chest. I have a few broken ribs.”

      Jenna started to rub his chest. “That’s all though, right? No other problems?”

      Alex shook his head. “The doc scanned the rest of my body. Nothing else is broken. Nothing else feels broken either. Although that might change if you don’t let go of your grip.”

      Alex pointed below with his free hand, where Jenna had been squeezing his wrist absentmindedly.

      “Oh, sorry!” said Jenna, a small giggle erupting from her throat. “I’m just relieved that you’re okay. I just heard your name mentioned in the same sentence as a Jargar and I panicked for a second. I didn’t even hear that you killed it until I noticed everyone was celebrating.” Jenna reached over to touch his cheek. “I don’t know what I would do without you.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” said Alex, a smirk on his face. “You can count on that.”

      “I’m going to hold you to that,” said Jenna, joking with him. “You still have a lot of things to do.” She then leaned in really close. “And you haven’t even knocked me up yet.”

      Those words caused Alex to bite his lip. It was a thought that could wake any man from the dead, and when coupled by the coy look on her face, he nearly got started on the task right then and there.

      “Trust me, that will happen in due time,” he vowed.

      “It better,” she teased, her eyes sparkling.
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      The night in the hospital passed by uneventfully, and before Alex knew it, it was the day of the election. Since the speeches were due to start around midmorning, Alex was able to secure (with Jenna’s help) an early release from the hospital so he could prepare. His chest already felt much better this morning, although there was still some lingering pain anytime he took a deep breath.

      He figured he ought to be more nervous than he actually was but Alex knew his speech and he wasn’t bothered by the thought of giving it to the entire city.

      On the other hand, Jenna was a nervous wreck.

      “Just breathe,” coached Alex as they approached the quad in the middle of the city. “Everything’s going to be just fine. You’ll get up there, give your speech, and come back down. Nothing to worry about.”

      Jenna didn’t look nearly so assured. “What if I stumble on my words? What if I forget a whole portion of my speech?”

      “Then just look at the prompter,” said Alex, a smile on his face. “Trust me, this will be just fine.”

      She was still nervous by the time they found Ellie and Annette moments later. Ordinarily, Ellie wouldn’t have been allowed outside of Annette’s housing unit but a special exception was made for today, much to Belladonna’s disgust.

      “Are we ready to do this?” asked an excited Annette. “Our big day is finally here!”

      Alex pulled Jenna closer to him. “We’re ready to give our speeches. Right, Jenna?”

      “Right,” squeaked Jenna. “I think.”

      Ellie put her hands on Jenna’s shoulders. “You’re going to be great, I know it. Just remember what we practiced, okay?”

      While Ellie was coaching Jenna, Alex looked out on the crowd with Annette.

      “This is the first time I’ve seen the entire city in one place,” noted Alex. “I’m surprised to see so many of them.”

      “Voting is a very important right to the Vestan people,” replied Annette. “We tend to take it incredibly seriously. I will say this though—this is the first time in a long while I’ve seen this many Vestans out here. For the new colonists from the Racine, this will be their first election.”

      Annette was right, and Alex saw many familiar faces from the colony ship amongst the crowd. It was then that he realized just how critical it was that the colony was resupplied with people. Without the new arrivals, the crowd today would be considerably thinner.

      Most of the people in the crowd had already formed their own opinion on who to vote for as well. Alex was pleased to see quite a few signs that had his name on it, which surprised him because he didn’t recognize half the faces that were carrying them.

      However, there were quite a few signs with Serrano’s name on them, including one giant banner that stretched over half the quad that called him the “people’s candidate.”

      “That looks a little ominous,” said Alex, pointing to the banner. “He’s calling himself the people’s candidate, now?”

      Annette rolled her eyes. “Belladonna’s handiwork, no doubt. We’ll just have to hope that most Vestans see through her bullshit.”

      Alex didn’t like relying on hope but there wasn’t much more that he could do at that moment because the speeches were slated to begin, and he had the first slot. The people cheered loudly as he took the podium and a draft of his speech started to play on the teleprompter.

      It was over before he knew it. The crowd cheered whenever it was appropriate, usually at one of the planned pauses in the speech that had been designed by Annette and Ellie. For Alex, it sounded like every political speech he ever heard, full of promises and vigor but low on actual substance. The crowd didn’t seem to care and they roared their approval long after he left the podium.

      Jenna went just after he stepped off, and he gave her an encouraging smile as she took the podium. He doubted Jenna actually saw him though, so nervous was she at what she was about to do. Her speech started off well enough although she didn’t earn nearly the same cheering as he did. She stumbled on her words a few times but managed to recover nicely, so nicely that the crowd gave her a modest applause at the end of her speech.

      “Thank god that’s over,” said Jenna, taking several deep breaths once she got off the podium. “I never want to do that again.”

      Annette started to laugh. “What are you going to do if you win? You’ll be expected to do that all the time as part of the Council.”

      Ellie didn’t seem nearly as amused. She knew that her fate in the colony rested on Jenna getting a spot on the Council alongside Alex. It wasn’t hard to see that she was anxious about the voting after hearing their speeches.

      The two native Vestans and Ross went after Jenna, although there was nothing particularly remarkable about their speeches. They all got a lukewarm response, similar to Jenna’s, except for when one of the native Vestans, a younger guy in his late twenties, had a coughing fit right in the middle of his speech. He went to grab some water to stop the coughing and in the process, tripped on the stage and landed right on his butt, causing a roar of laughter from most of Serrano’s people.

      The Vestan man never recovered his courage and cut his speech short, as well as his prospects for joining the Council.

      “He’s not the first to lose his nerve in front of this crowd,” said Ellie. “Probably won’t be the last either.”

      Finally, it was Serrano’s turn. His supporters cheered him all the way up to the podium, often getting louder than what Alex received during his speech. Alex thought that the cheering would stop as soon as Serrano started speaking but his very first sentence caused a thunderstorm.

      “My name is Lucius Serrano and I want to make every Vestan filthy, stinking rich.”

      The roar that erupted from the crowd could probably have been heard kilometers away.
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      Alex watched in near disbelief as Serrano gave his speech, one that had been designed to offer everything under the sun to the inhabitants of Vesta.

      “The mines that we have in the foothills are just about bottomless,” said Serrano to the crowd. “If we extract enough gold from them, we can make everyone on Vesta a millionaire or even a billionaire! My platform revolves around expanding the mining operation as quickly as we can and making sure every citizen gets a fair share of the pie!”

      The crowd loved him for it. There was even more of an applause than what Alex garnered. For the first time, Alex began to suspect that Serrano was definitely going to win one of those seats.

      “I can’t believe that man!” raged Annette. “It’s not as simple as he likes to make it. There’s not enough gold for that. There’s barely enough to keep the colony afloat, and that’s primarily what the gold is for anyway. It’s not about making everyone filthy rich!”

      “Most of the people don’t know that,” replied Ellie. “He’s preying on their ignorance to gain votes. It’s despicable.”

      “It might be despicable but it’s winning,” said Alex right as a loud cheer went up after Serrano left the podium. “I think he’s going to win the first slot. What are we going to do if only I get on the Council?”

      “It would suck and it would mean our faction staying in the minority,” said Annette. “But I think we’d still be able to save Ellie. They wouldn’t have the numbers for a full conviction.”

      “But that means we won’t be able to turn around all the stupid shit that Belladonna has ushered in, right?” asked Jenna.

      “Basically,” confirmed Ellie. “Which is why it was essential that we get two slots.”

      “We’re going to be lucky to get one,” mumbled Alex.

      After the last of the speeches, there was a short recess before the actual voting began. All of the voting took place on an app that was on everyone’s P-com, and the results would be displayed in real time on a big screen that was positioned just outside Biosphere One.

      Before it was time to vote, Alex was approached by Vitale.

      “Great speech, Alex,” said the man known as the mad scientist. He flashed a thumbs-up. “I really hope you get one of the spots.”

      “We’re going to need all the help we can get,” replied Alex. “I think I’ll get one but I’m not sure. I don’t trust the other side not to pull any dirty tricks.”

      Vitale grinned. “They might try but they’ll be trying it on my software. I wrote the program for the voting app and I’ll be alerted to any irregularities just in case someone tries anything funny. It’ll be all right, Alex. The crowd loved your speech and you have name recognition. I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

      “I feel better now that you have eyes on it,” said Alex. “At least I know nothing will get by you.”

      “Not a chance,” promised Vitale. “By the way, I’m almost finished with your new Womb’an. Can’t wait for you to see her! Just give me another week or so and then stop by my lab.”

      Alex promised he would just as an announcement flashed on the screen. It was now time to vote.

      Annette soon separated from Alex and the others, joining Belladonna and Cassara on the main stage just under the big screen. As the only current members of the Council, they each beckoned the people of Vesta to give their votes to the candidate they liked the best.

      “And remember everyone, vote for the person that’s truly going to better your life on Vesta,” urged Belladonna. “Don’t be swayed by empty promises!”

      Alex rolled his eyes at the obvious endorsement for Serrano. He only hoped that most Vestans saw through their bullshit.

      Once they were finished speaking, the screen changed to list all six candidates as well as a vote tally next to each name. Voting had officially begun.

      Before watching the screen, Alex logged into the app on his P-com and placed both of his votes for himself and Jenna, hitting the confirm button at the end. Within moments, he looked up at the screen to see a very tight race playing out.

      There were no surprises about the front-runners. Both Alex and Serrano shot to early leads while the other four garnered a minimal amount of votes. There was a small segment of the population that waited to see who the front-runners would be before casting their votes, not wanting to vote for someone who was going to lose. Once they saw the two in the lead, they placed their votes as well, increasing the gap.

      The more the gap increased, the more Alex began to accept the likely outcome. Though they might not get a majority on the Council, at least they’d be able to save Ellie if only Alex won a seat. It wasn’t perfect but it was something he could work with.

      And then all hell broke loose.

      It happened nearly instantaneously. One moment, Alex and Serrano were the two obvious front-runners with a very large gap between the other four. The next moment, Ross shot up like a rocket to take the number one spot, gathering over five hundred votes in a matter of seconds and placing him on top of the entire list.

      With this outcome, it would mean that Alex didn’t get a seat at all. And it would mean Ellie was consigned to likely death.

      The people noticed the quick jump and started to grumble. Many of Alex’s supporters started to look around, trying to figure out if some game was being played or whether there was some glitch that caused this. When it didn’t change, they started to get angry.

      “Tough luck, Hawthorne. I guess there’s always the next election.”

      Alex turned to see Serrano looking at him with a shit-eating grin. It became beyond obvious that the men knew something.

      “What the hell did you do?” asked Alex, pointing to the screen. “This looks like your handiwork.”

      Serrano shrugged carelessly. “This is just the will of the people, Hawthorne. And let’s face it—they like my side much better than yours. You gave it a good fight and all but it’s a done deal. Ross and I will be taking our seats on the Vestan Council.”

      The tally was just about over. Votes were coming in much slower now as most of the population just awaited the results, although some with increasing fury about what they were witnessing.

      “Piece of advice for you, Hawthorne,” said Serrano as he moved a little closer. “Sometimes, it doesn’t hurt to have a sure thing. I’m not above doing what needs to be done in order to get what I want.”

      “So you tampered with the software then?” demanded Alex.

      Serrano chuckled. “Not me, never me. But let’s just say I know a guy who was willing to do it.”

      Serrano said nothing more as he moved to rejoin Belladonna. Alex chanced a glance at her face and she met his eyes, all the while wearing a very satisfied smirk.

      That was the last straw. Alex raced over to find Vitale, who was still monitoring the results of the voting via his own P-com. One thing was certain right from the start—Vitale was troubled about something.

      “Serrano found some way to hack into your software,” said Alex. “That’s why Ross suddenly shot up in the vote count. He’s trying to steal the election!”

      “That explains all this foreign traffic that I’m seeing,” replied Vitale as he brought up the back end of the app. “Someone was in here tampering but they made a huge mistake. They assumed I wouldn’t find out.”

      “Can we do anything about it still?” asked Alex as he glanced at the big screen. The vote tallies weren’t even changing at all by now. “How can we stop this?”

      Vitale started to shake his head. “I can’t reverse the total of votes that was added to Ross’ count. And we can’t do a recount using the software as it’ll leave us open to more interference. But I know what I have to do, and I can’t believe you’re getting me to say these words out loud.”

      With that, Vitale raced to the podium. “Everyone stop voting now! My software is malfunctioning!”

      The reaction from the crowd was varied. Many of Alex’s supporters let out a sigh of relief and they called for a recount of the voting. On the other hand, Serrano’s supporters (which in turn made them Ross’ supporters) started to rage.

      “They’re trying to steal the election,” yelled Serrano, his voice being the loudest of all of them. He pointed his finger at Vitale. “That little, fucking nerd is trying to get his friends in power!”

      Serrano’s supporters started to turn against Vitale and many threats were issued to him in the minutes that followed. The situation was starting to spiral out of control, especially as Alex’s supporters stepped up to defend Vitale.

      Inevitably, it was those people in the middle—the ones that weren’t ardent supporters of either Alex or Serrano—that demanded a paper recount of the voting.

      Their voices were a small minority at first but then it started to catch fire with the two factions, and the demand became even louder still.

      Finally, it was all that the current Council could do to maintain control.

      “People, please! The voting app is not malfunctioning,” yelled Belladonna, trying to control the crowd. That backfired spectacularly, as most of them knew something was wrong because of Vitale’s own admission and from witnessing the vote count jump. Belladonna was jeered loudly, and for the first time that day, Alex saw Serrano’s confidence waning.

      Finally, the crowd got what they wanted as Belladonna relented. “Fine! Get some goddamn paper and let them vote the old-fashioned way!”

      “I’ll get the paper,” announced Annette. “But we’re going to do this privately, and we’re going to let someone impartial count the votes.”

      For the impartial part, it was decided that one member of each faction, plus a neutral party would be there to personally count each vote. That neutral party turned out to be Vitale, mostly because the vast majority of Vestans saw him as honest (if not a little weird).

      With that development, the people of Vesta set out to vote again. Several tables were set up along with dividers to create each station. A blanket was laid over top of the dividers, creating a sense of privacy for each voter. As each person wrote down their preferred candidates, they handed the scrap of paper to Vitale, who was then supervised by both Annette and Belladonna. Vitale kept the count.

      It took much longer to do it this way—nearly an hour and a half before all the votes had been given and then a further half hour to do the counts. Finally, Vitale had all the votes accounted for, and he gave the two chosen names Annette and Belladonna for the announcement.

      The city of Vesta awaited the results with high passions. This had been the most contentious election in recent history and everyone wanted their candidate to win. It was Annette who would do the honors, and she took her place at the podium, all the while looking at the piece of paper in her hands.

      Alex looked for any sign in her face that might give away the results but Annette wasn’t showing anything. He began to fear for the worst.

      “Well, this is definitely an unexpected outcome,” said Annette finally. “Our winners are . . .”

      She never got the chance to finish her sentence. At that exact moment, a cracking roar filled the air, getting everyone’s attention. It was joined by another and then another still.

      Alex knew that sound very well. He also knew why everyone became paralyzed with fear.

      It was the roar of the Jargars.
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      Before Annette was given the chance to announce the winners of the election, a roar of terror ripped through the city, silencing all forms of noise. In that split second, Alex watched as the passionate anger that had taken the crowd for the election turned to utter fear.

      “B-Jargars! Bears in the city!” someone yelled. “Run for your lives!”

      It was the worst thing that could happen and it came at the worst possible time. The great body of Vestan citizenry bolted in every direction, making for the closest walkway to take them inside one of the biospheres. There was no semblance of order. In a matter of seconds, people were trampled under the feet of the crowd without so much as a second thought for their well-being.

      Only survival mattered. And for a colony that was gripped by fear, compassion went out the window.

      Alex found that everyone nearest to the podium, including all the candidates and the current Council members, had all made for the safety of Biosphere One. That included Ellie, who had been yanking on Alex’s arm to follow her to that entrance.

      But that was before he heard Commander Rooney’s call.

      “Vestan Defense Force, assemble in Biosphere Five!”

      Rooney was yelling at the top of his lungs to ensure that the VDF could make a proper defense against any Jargar incursions. Whenever screaming didn’t work, Rooney sent out a message to all VDF personnel, and this only popped up on Alex’s P-com right before he found the commander.

      “Come on, if this is an attack, we need to fight it off!” yelled Rooney. “Let’s get geared up and then we’ll reconnoiter in force around the city!”

      A group of VDF made for the Biosphere to get started while several others kept filtering in. Alex donned his armor and his pulse rifle while they waited for a few last stragglers to round out the squads. He also saw that they had a few volunteers.

      In hindsight, he shouldn’t have been surprised by who showed up to help. Sam, Owen, and Jenna, his top students from his rifle training course, were waiting by the door.

      “We want to help,” said Jenna. “If Jargars are attacking the city, we want to help the VDF to repel them.”

      Alex looked in the faces of all three of them. “Are you sure about this? This isn’t like being on the training grounds. They can grab you and you’re dead before you know it. Is this what you really want?”

      Owen nodded his head. “This is why we’re training, right? To eventually join the VDF. Well, the time is now to prove that we can do it. If you’ll take us, we want to fight.”

      Alex looked into all of their faces for a moment, judging whether they were really ready to fight. He looked into Jenna’s the longest, and he was pleasantly surprised to see willful determination looking back at him.

      At that moment, he couldn’t have been more proud of his students.

      “Come in and let me get you some guns,” said Alex. “Some armor as well. You’re going to need it.”

      All three of them beamed with nervous smiles as they entered the barracks. They were looked at with surprise by the other VDF members, and Alex noticed a few of them whisper back and forth to each other. Soon enough, a chatter was raised, and Alex suspected that Rooney was going to have words with him once this was over.

      He just never guessed that Rooney would reject the entire idea before they could even leave the barracks.

      “Absolutely not,” said Rooney, shaking his head at Alex. “You can’t bring those people into this fight.”

      “Why not?” challenged Alex. “They have rifle training and they’re here because they volunteered. They want to protect their homes.”

      “They’re not even VDF, Hawthorne. And one of them is a woman. That’s never going to fly. This is not the time for games.”

      “No games, sir,” replied Alex. “Just good people that want to do their part.”

      Rooney scoffed. “If they want to do their part, tell them to go back to their housing units and let the professionals do their job. Got it?”

      That was the end of the discussion and Alex released a slur of obscenities as he marched back over to the three volunteers.

      “Rooney said no,” barked Alex. “I’m sorry, I can’t let you fight with us.”

      “Why, Alex?” asked Jenna. “What’s wrong?”

      “I can’t explain now but I’ll tell you all later. I’m sorry, I really am. Thank you for coming here. I appreciate all three of you but this needs to stay a VDF affair.”

      The looks on their faces told Alex that they understood but that they didn’t agree. He couldn’t blame them, and Alex felt like Rooney was being shortsighted. Even still, it wasn’t Alex’s place to disobey an order so the entire VDF marched out of the barracks in Biosphere Five, minus Sam, Owen, and Jenna.

      The first thing that was done was to get a visual on the entire plain that the city sat on. With the use of cameras and drones (most of them courtesy of Vitale), the VDF set out on patrols of the city, dividing up into sections. Each squad was assigned a cardinal direction, while the fifth squad took out the crawlers and patrolled long range, even brushing up against the foothills.

      With so many men on the battlefield and plenty of eyes on the cameras and drones, there weren’t many places a Jargar could hide. Alex had attached himself to the group that had ranged out the farthest, believing the foothills to be the biggest threat when it came to Jargars.

      And yet, during the entire patrol, nothing was sighted. There were no immediate threats to the city and not even a whisper of Jargar activity. It was like the roars had come out of nowhere, without a physical presence to back them up.

      The more Alex thought about it, the more he felt like the Jargars were just giving them some kind of  warning. He knew the creatures had a basic intelligence and were capable of speech, as they frequently referred to Alex and the other humans as intruders. If they were intelligent enough for their own speech, then they must be dealing with highly capable creatures.

      If this was the first time the city was directly threatened by the Jargars, what if it was in response to something? Perhaps the Jargar that had been killed by Alex earlier that week? What if this was a warning to the colonists? That any further Jargar deaths would be dealt with more severely in the future?

      The more Alex thought about, the more he didn’t like it. It was the reason why he found himself in Rooney’s office after the patrol was over, explaining his theory.

      Rooney didn’t share his same thoughts.

      “Hawthorne, you think too much. You give these creatures more credit than they deserve.”

      “I’m thinking we can’t discount that option just yet though,” replied Alex. “What if they are intelligent enough to think of an idea like retribution? We kill one of theirs and they look to retaliate by threatening the city? That’s perfectly reasonable.”

      “It’s reasonable for humans, not for dipshit creatures like Jargars,” replied Rooney. “Just because they’re fast and vicious doesn’t mean there’s a high level of intelligence there. They’ve shown us no reason to suspect otherwise. Ten years of attacks and they’ve never once shown us that they are capable of communication. Why should that change now?”

      Alex bit his tongue rather than answer that question. The truth was that he knew they could communicate, even if Rooney and the others couldn’t understand it. But opening that can of worms would only lead to more questions. Questions like what was different about Alex that he could understand them. It reminded him of Dr. Barnes and his thoughts on the subject, and that wasn’t something Alex was ready to face yet.

      “I don’t know,” replied Alex finally. “I just think it’s a possibility.”

      Rooney leaned back in his chair. “I think it’s more plausible that they just descended down into the plain briefly and made those roars. They carried back to the city but they were gone back to the foothills before we even left the biosphere. Simple.”

      “And if it’s not that simple?” asked Alex.

      Rooney scoffed. “Then you can worry about it if you get on the Council. I’m sorry Alex, but I don’t have a lot of time for what-if scenarios. We just deal with what we have in front of us.”

      Alex knew better than to keep poking at that point as it was obvious he wasn’t going to get anything more. He saluted Rooney and took his leave, making his way back to Annette’s unit, where he found both Ellie and Jenna, but no Annette.

      Upon seeing him, Jenna rushed into his arms.

      “Are you okay?” asked Jenna. “How did it go?”

      “Did you see anything out there? Any Jargars?” added Ellie.

      “Nothing at all,” replied Alex. “Not even a glance at a Jargar or so much as another roar. Whatever we all heard out there didn’t last very long. Rooney thinks they blundered onto the plain and left just as quickly as they arrived.”

      “What do you think?” asked Jenna. “Do you think it’s that simple?”

      Alex shrugged, not knowing how deep he wanted to get with that question. “I don’t know. But I think the Jargars are more intelligent than we give them credit for. And I have to wonder if this is some kind of retaliation.”

      “That would be something new,” replied Ellie. “Something they haven’t done before. They’ve never come down onto the plain. If this is a glimpse of what’s to come, we’re going to need all the help we can get.”

      At least Ellie had the good sense not to dismiss the idea, and he said a silent thank-you that she was on his side.

      “What’s the news from the rest of the city?” asked Alex. “And where is Annette?”

      “She’s with Belladonna,” said Ellie, ending with a scowl. “I think she worried that this roar we all heard might have been another dirty trick to steal the election. She didn’t want to let Belladonna out of her sight just in case. The problem with that is that we don’t know the results of the election. Only her, Belladonna, and Vitale know, and they haven’t told anyone yet.”

      “What are they waiting on?” asked Alex. “The VDF to get back?”

      Ellie shrugged. “Maybe. I’ll send her a message on my P-com. I know everyone is waiting to hear the results. Especially after what happened.”

      Ellie sent her message but it still took the better part of an hour before Annette replied to let them know she was on her way.

      After that, it was only a matter of minutes before Annette burst into the unit while waving her hands about.

      “Alex, you won! You’re on the Council!” she shrieked, giving him a tight embrace in the process.

      That set off a fair amount of excitement as all three women started to celebrate, taking turns hugging him but it also brought up another question, one that Jenna asked moments later.

      “What about me?” she asked. “How did I do?”

      The excitement disappeared from Annette’s face. “I’m sorry, Jenna. Serrano got the other spot. It looks like they’ll be the two joining the Council.”
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      Alex’s election victory was the cause for some serious celebration in Annette’s housing unit that evening. Annette even pulled out a vintage bottle of wine for the occasion.

      “I’ve been saving this for years,” she explained as she poured into everyone’s glass. “I got this from a trader who visited from Giliese 380. They have some of the best vineyards in the entire galaxy. I figured tonight is the best night to finally try it!”

      Indeed, the wine tasted incredible. Alex quickly downed his glass while getting another, all the while Annette chirped on about what it meant to be on the Council.

      “You’re a leading citizen of Vesta now,” she explained to Alex. “And it’s not without its perks either. You’ll get a new housing unit here in Biosphere Three so we’re all about to become neighbors.”

      “What about Ellie?” asked Alex. “We have the numbers to save her now, don’t we?”

      “Just barely,” replied Ellie from across the room, who was listening to the conversation. “And we’re still in the minority now.”

      “We can make that work though,” replied Alex. “We only needed one person to get on the Council to save Ellie, so we can do that now.”

      “Maybe, but she’s right that we don’t have the majority.”

      “Annette, I didn’t think we were going to get a majority either way. Serrano was just too popular. I’ve heard rumors of him offering bribes and threats to get people to vote his way. I don’t see any scenario where I would have beat him.”

      Annette looked over at Ellie and reluctantly nodded her head. “I agree with you. I think Ellie is just being a little melancholy. Her fate is still up in the air.”

      “We won’t let anything happen to Ellie,” vowed Alex. “No matter what we have to do.”

      “Good,” said Annette. “This is still a defeat for Belladonna because now she can’t get what she wants, which is Ellie being removed from Vesta permanently.”

      “For how long though?” asked Ellie, still listening. “Belladonna isn’t going to stop at this. I would even bet she’s scheming right now on a new plan to kill me.”

      “She’s going to have to scheme a little harder then,” replied Alex. “Because nothing’s going to happen to you on our watch.”

      At least that statement finally forced a smile onto Ellie’s face.
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      The next morning, it was time for the first Council meeting. Alex met Annette once more at her unit before they shared the short walk over together, all the while Annette gave him a brief crash course about how the Council worked, etiquette, and any other small items.

      “We meet once a week,” said Annette, going through the details. “Although we can meet more often if the situation calls for it, for example Jargar attacks usually provoke a secondary meeting. Though everyone has equal standing in theory, whoever is the chairperson of the Council tends to have more weight added to their opinion. And they’re usually the official leader of Vesta in technical terms.”

      “And that’s Belladonna right now?” asked Alex.

      “Correct, Belladonna is the current chairwoman. She has been ever since Ellie was removed. Usually the chairperson is selected by seniority, and Belladonna had the next most seniority after Ellie.”

      “I thought Ellie brought you onto the Council first though?” asked Alex.

      Annette shook her head. “No, Belladonna took her seat before I did. I have the next highest seniority, above Cassara at least. And then with you and Serrano, he’ll have seniority over you, since his vote total was higher than yours. So it looks like for now at least, you’re at the bottom of the totem pole.”

      “Could be worse,” replied Alex. “At least I’m here to begin with. I couldn’t imagine you here alone with Serrano and Ross as the two newcomers.”

      Annette groaned. “If it came to that, I just might have shot myself in frustration.”

      Alex chuckled. “Then we’d be down one more seat!”

      She laughed with him as they entered the councilor’s chamber, which was a small room dominated by a large, circular table. There were seats for five at the table, one for each councilor, and at the current moment, no one else was in the room.

      One seat was slightly larger than the others, which Alex suspected belonged to the chairperson and Annette confirmed.

      “All the seats are marked by name,” she said. “And it looks like your name has already been added to this chair right beside me.”

      Sure enough, Alex found his station. His name was engraved on a fresh tag and the workspace was relatively empty. Taking his seat, Alex marveled at how quickly he’d moved from new arrival to one of the leaders of the small colony.

      “Feels good, doesn’t it?”

      Alex looked over to see Annette giving him a large grin. She had leaned all the way back in her chair while putting her hands behind her head. It was a great look for her, with her long, red hair cascading down each side and landing on her chest. At that moment, Alex couldn’t help but be further attracted to her.

      “It does feel good,” replied Alex. “Not bad for giving one little speech.”

      Annette started to laugh. “And killing three Jargars but that’s nothing at all to you now, right? Been there, done that.”

      “Well, not exactly,” said Alex. “But this is a nice perk.”

      “You can say that again,” replied Annette. “Now our biggest task is going to be sticking together as a minority block. Belladonna has been on a rampage lately and it’s my hope that we can stem the tide.”

      Alex knew only far too well about Belladonna’s excesses. Most of the colony was grumbling about her as well since she recently pushed through a salary increase for herself as the chairwoman of the Council. It was widely seen as a joke because anyone that knew Belladonna knew that her housing unit was by far the most opulent on the planet. She was the last person that needed a raise.

      There had been a string of other shortsighted issues rammed through the Council recently, none of which was helping the colony in its fight for survival.

      Alex was still thinking about it when the doors to the room opened wide to allow for the other three members of the Council to enter. Belladonna and Cassara led the way, each of them looking pleased with themselves at the other new addition that followed in their wake. Serrano managed to look smug as well and he wasted no time in making it known.

      Since the chair on the other side of Alex was marked for him, Serrano made his way over with his usual flair of arrogance.

      “Well, I hope you don’t mind if I take the seat next to you, Hawthorne,” said Serrano with a sneer as he rolled the chair out. “Quite an interesting position we find ourselves in, no?”

      “I’ve rarely sat next to worse,” quipped Alex. “At least I can see you earned this seat on your own without hacking the system. Give my regards to Ross the next time you see him, will you?”

      Serrano shook his head. “Always pleasant, aren’t you? I don’t know why you carry such a grudge against me. We’re all Vestans now after all.”

      Alex glared at him. “You’ll always be that same punk I had to deal with on the Racine. That’ll never change.”

      Serrano scoffed. “And here I thought we might be able to put our past hostility behind us. I’m willing to overlook things for the good of Vesta.”

      “Don’t you mean the good of Dangallu?” interrupted Alex. “Isn’t that still the plan for you?”

      Serrano ignored him and kept speaking. “I still believe that we can see eye to eye on things. I’m going to overlook the fact that you attacked me once we got on Vesta, for no reason I might add. I’m also going to overlook you being the foil to my plan on the colony ship. You’ve made some shortsighted moves but I’m a generous guy, Hawthorne. I forgive. What do you say we let bygones be bygones, eh? For the good of Vesta?”

      “Eat shit,” replied Alex. “That’s my answer to you. The same one that I gave to you that first day you entered my cabin on the ship.”

      “You never learn, do you? I’m going to get what I want one way or another, Hawthorne. Being on the Council is the first step in that goal. If I were you, I wouldn’t stand in the way of it. You’ve already got off once by being lucky. You won’t have a second time.”

      Alex pushed his chair out as he was ready to fight again. Before anything else could happen though, Belladonna started banging her hands on the desk, earning their attention with the sudden noise.

      “Finally,” she snapped at them. “I’ve been trying to get your attention. For two newcomers to the highest governing body on Vesta, you’re not showing much respect for our institutions! Or for your chairwoman!”

      Alex said nothing in response. He pulled his chair back into the desk. Serrano would just have to wait for another time.

      “Thank you,” said Belladonna sarcastically once she saw them looking back at her. “Now, today is an important day for Vesta. We welcome two new councilors to our ranks, duly elected by the people with only a slight hiccup in the election process.”

      Cassara scoffed at that statement and her glare landed on Alex. He already knew the reason why. With Vitale’s help, they foiled their attempt to hack into the election to steal it for Serrano and Ross, creating a bigger grudge between the two factions.

      “Anyway, I’d like to welcome our new members,” continued Belladonna as she extended her hand. “The first of which is Lucius Serrano, who’s already proven himself as a talented newcomer who will be a boon to Vesta for years to come. The other is Alex Hawthorne.”

      Alex couldn’t help but chuckle at that. Belladonna’s disdain was so obvious that she couldn’t contain it. Working with the Council was going to be interesting to say the least.

      Just when he thought the Council couldn’t have started on a lower note, Annette did something surprising that completely changed the tone.

      “I have a motion for the Council that we need to discuss immediately,” said the gorgeous redhead, standing up to emphasize her point.

      Belladonna looked annoyed. “You couldn’t wait until I was finished talking? What’s so important, Annette?”

      Annette didn’t hold back. “I’m moving that we immediately drop all charges against Ellie Vesta.”

      You could have heard a pin drop in that room as soon as Annette dropped her bombshell.

      Belladonna looked like she just found a turd in the punch bowl. “You can’t be serious! She was exiled for a reason and it’s only because of freak technicality that she was allowed back into the city in the first place! As chairwoman of the Vestan Council, I can’t allow this to stand.”

      “It’s not up to you,” replied Annette. “We will vote on it together as members of the Council and the majority will rule.”

      “Aren’t you forgetting something?” asked Cassara. “You’re outnumbered, Annette. Belladonna and I very much see eye to eye on the issues facing Vesta and from what I know about Serrano, he’s of a similar mind.”

      Indeed, Serrano wasted no time in letting all of them know where his loyalties were.

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea to drop charges against Ellie Vesta,” said a smug Serrano. “Like Belladonna said, she was exiled for a reason.”

      “Yes! Thank you, Lucius,” said an elated Belladonna. “So you see, Annette, you still don’t have any votes. Even if Alex wants to give his vote to your cause, you’re still outnumbered.”

      Annette wasn’t about to panic. She kept her cool head and turned toward Alex.

      “Alex, are you in favor of acquitting Ellie of all charges?” she asked sweetly.

      “I’m in favor of the motion,” replied Alex. “Ellie Vesta didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong!” shrieked Belladonna at Alex. “It’s Ellie’s fault that we’ve lost so many people to the Jargars! She didn’t show any leadership as Vesta crumbled around her.”

      “And you have?” replied Alex. “In case you haven’t noticed, Jargar attacks are still happening. Now that you’re the chairwoman, why don’t we exile you for not stopping the attacks?”

      “How dare you?” raged Belladonna. “I’ll have you know that Jargar attacks have been down ever since I became the chairwoman. This colony needs me!”

      Annette snorted. “That’s a crock of shit, Belladonna, and you know it. Attacks are up as well as deaths. Alex has a point. We might have to put that to a motion next.”

      Belladonna looked like she was ready to chew through the desk just to get to Annette. “You might try but just like with your first motion, you don’t have the numbers, Annette! So it’ll come to nothing, just like this little charade you’re pulling. I don’t know what’s gotten into you today but you will respect the will of this governing body!”

      At that point, Alex thought Annette might just back down. Belladonna was getting increasingly heated and she seemed to have a point. Just going by a simple majority, there was no way they could get Ellie acquitted if Belladonna, Cassara, and Serrano weren’t in favor.

      But just when all looked lost was when Annette pulled out her biggest move yet.

      “You’re forgetting a key detail, Belladonna,” said the beautiful redhead, a coy smile on her lips. “Ellie is charged with a capital offense. The penalty of which is death or exile.”

      “And what is your point, Annette?” barked Belladonna.

      “Capital offenses require more than just a simple majority on the Vestan Council for execution, don’t they? How many votes are needed to convict in a capital offense?”

      “I hardly think that matters right now—”

      “Four votes, Belladonna,” interrupted Annette, holding up her fingers. “Are you beginning to see where I’m going with this? Any conviction against Ellie will need four votes, and I’m here to tell you that you’ll never get them. Not with the current numbers on the Council. Both Alex and I aren’t going to vote to convict and that means that Ellie will get off.”

      Belladonna was starting to panic. All of her earlier bluster was starting to melt away and her eyes betrayed an anxiety that hadn’t existed moments earlier.

      “You’re just talking about the conviction though,” said Cassara. “There might not be enough numbers to convict her but you’re talking about dismissing the charges altogether. Those are two different things, Annette.”

      “Maybe so but I’m here to tell you that you won’t convict her, no way, no how,” replied Annette. “So what’s the point in having a trial? It’s a waste of time. You can’t convict no matter what you do so that’s why I make the motion to drop all charges. Let’s save our time for something that actually needs it and end this farce against Ellie before it goes any further.”

      “It’s not a farce,” snapped Belladonna. “Ellie has put this colony in grave danger and it’s only your family ties with her that prevent you from seeing that.”

      “It’s my family ties with her that tell me everything you say about her is bullshit,” quipped Annette. “I’ve known Ellie longer than anyone in this room. She has a good heart and she doesn’t deserve what was done to her. This is the least we can do to make things right.”

      “Spare us the platitudes about saintliness,” said Cassara, rolling her eyes. “It doesn’t matter anyway. She could be a killer and it wouldn’t matter to you. All you care about is getting the charges dropped.”

      “Precisely,” replied Annette with a simple smile. “Are we in agreement then? All charges can be dropped? After all, it wouldn’t look good with the Vestan people to be wasting our time on a show trial when so many other problems confront our city. The optics wouldn’t look great for you, Belladonna, and you need good optics now more than ever.”

      “Fuck—ahem, screw you!” said Belladonna, temporarily losing her cool.

      Annette raised an eyebrow at the sudden outburst and even Serrano made a face. For his part, Alex was trying not to laugh at the sudden turning of the tables.

      “All in favor of acquittal then?” asked Annette sweetly.

      Cassara was the first to answer, showing the cracks in their defense. “Fine, whatever.”

      Belladonna huffed loudly in response.

      “It seems a shame that a hot piece like Ellie would have been put to death anyway,” said Serrano, earning a hearty jab from Belladonna before she stormed out of the room.

      Annette beamed with a smile. “I’ll take Belladonna’s exit to mean that she votes for acquittal as well. All charges against Ellie have been dropped.”

      Cassara and Serrano didn’t stay to see the celebration. Serrano ran out after Belladonna while Cassara at least had the good sense to call a recess to today’s Council, which was then postponed until the next week after it was revealed that Belladonna was in too much of a rage to appear in public.

      Once they were alone, Annette bounded out of her chair and hugged Alex tightly, laughing at their success.

      “We did it!” she cheered. “I can’t believe we actually did it! I was so afraid Belladonna was going to force this to a trial just to be a pain in the ass!”

      “We did it because you were prepared and because you cornered her in her own game,” said Alex. “Great job, Annette. Come on, let’s go tell Ellie.”

      They found Ellie pacing around Annette’s home, terribly anxious to hear the results of the Council. Since neither Alex nor Annette could withhold their jubilation, Ellie knew by taking one look at their faces.

      “I’m free?” she asked. “I get to live?”

      “You’re acquitted of all charges, cousin!” yelled Annette before rushing to hug Ellie. “We did it! Everything worked just the way we planned it!”

      Tears of happiness streamed down Ellie’s cheeks. She buried her head against Annette’s shoulder and hung on tightly.

      “Thank you, Annette,” said Ellie quietly. “Thank you so much. You have no idea what this means to me.”

      After Ellie was done hugging Annette, she quickly moved to Alex. She collided into him and wrapped her arms tightly around his neck.

      “I don’t know what I would have done without you,” she whispered in his ear. “Thank you, Alex.”

      Alex rubbed her back gently. “I’m just glad we were able to turn a wrong into a right. You should have seen Belladonna’s face. You would have loved every minute of her anguish.”

      Ellie started to giggle. “I would have paid to see that.”

      “You know what the best part about this is?” asked Annette. “You’re free to get your own housing unit again! You don’t have to stay here under house arrest anymore. You’re completely free.”

      Ellie gave her a strange look. “Are you tired of me living with you already?” she joked.

      Annette grinned. “No, but it will be nice to have some moments of privacy again. I haven’t used my vibrator much since you moved in and I’ll be happy to break it in again!”

      Alex’s mind turned to thoughts of Annette on her back while her body writhed in passion. It wasn’t an unpleasant thought in the slightest.

      Ellie laughed. “Annette, you’re terrible. But maybe you have a point. It’ll be nice to have my own place again. As well as my own privacy. There have been some things I’ve had in mind that have been put on the back burner until these charges were dropped.”

      That statement made Alex curious. Just what was Ellie holding back on? And why was she looking at him when she said it?

      “We’ll have to find you an open unit to move into,” said Annette. “Actually, maybe Alex can give you his old one? Seeing as he’ll be moving next door to me, his will be on the market then.”

      “What do you think, Alex?” asked Ellie. “Can I have your unit?”

      There was something about the way she said it that caused him to look at her funny. Ellie wore only a flirtatious smile (the same one he was used to seeing from her) and he couldn’t tell if he was reading too far into it.

      “Sure, Ellie,” he replied finally. “You can definitely have it.”

      That seemed to settle the matter for now. For the next half hour, they celebrated Ellie’s impending freedom as well as made plans for the future that didn’t involve any sudden changes to Ellie’s status. Finally, it was time for Alex to go home. He said his goodbyes to both women and left Annette’s unit but he soon found that Ellie was right behind him, calling his name.

      “I just wanted to say thank you one more time,” said Ellie, giving him another hug. “Seriously, Alex, I don’t know what I would’ve done without you. Every time I think about you, I’m grateful that you decided to come to Vesta.”

      Alex smiled at her. “Well, it beats spending the rest of my life in prison,” he teased.

      “You know, I still think it’s funny that the first time we met, you almost killed me. We’ve come a long way since then.”

      “That we have, Ellie. And I can say that killing you is the last thing on my mind.”

      Ellie took a step closer until her breasts pressed into his chest. “What’s the first thing on your mind that you want to do to me?”

      “Ellie,” Alex warned.

      She grinned at him. “It’s okay. I’m being patient, remember? Although, I might have heard a rumor that you and Jenna finally did the deed.”

      Alex’s brow wrinkled. “Who told you that?”

      Ellie grinned at him. “No one at all. Is it true?”

      Alex chuckled. “I have to go, Ellie.”

      “Have you given any more thought to my offer?” she called as he walked away.

      “You’ll know soon enough,” he yelled back.

      The last thing he saw was Ellie giving him a lewd grin.
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      It was two days after the first Council, and Alex finally had a day off. That didn’t mean he didn’t have things to do though, and it was a message from Vitale that had him moving toward his laboratory that morning.

      Alex greeted Tabby at the front desk, and he noticed that her hair had changed color again. She was a bright blonde today, and she looked happy to see him.

      “Oh, there you are, Alex! Vitale told me to send you back. It’s great to see you today, but you look like you could use some rest.”

      “It’s my first day off in over a week,” replied Alex, still amazed at how lifelike she seemed. “But thank you anyway.”

      He found Vitale in the back of his lab, only this time he was being assisted by the other android, Tammy, who had been shut down for work the last time he was here. She was physically very close to Tabby, only her hair was a rich, dark brown, reminding him of Ellie.

      “Alex, you’re just in time!” said an excited Vitale as he turned around and offered him a high-five. “By the way, congratulations on your Council win! I was hoping you’d get one of the seats.”

      Alex chuckled. “Thanks, Vitale. I came over once I heard you wanted to see me but you didn’t say what it was about.”

      “Ah, well then follow me then. Tammy, will you be a dear and shut down the overwrite protocol on this rattler for me?”

      Tammy smiled at him. “Of course, my love. You know I’d do anything for you.”

      Vitale grinned and then gestured for Alex to follow him. It was amusing to watch him with his two androids, especially since he was still working on one for Alex.

      “Yours will be ready very shortly,” promised Vitale, seemingly reading his mind. “I just need to finish the emotional neuron mapping and we’ll be all set.”

      “Am I that easy to read?” asked Alex.

      “Only when I’m wearing that mind-reading device,” replied Vitale. “But not today. I only figured I’d mention it since you saw Tammy just now. Anyway, check this out.”

      He brought Alex into a separate section of his lab, which was temperature controlled to be cold. In the middle of the room sat an examination table where something big was covered by a sheet.

      Something big, humanoid, and furry.

      Vitale ripped the sheet off the subject, revealing the body of a dead Jargar. For a split second, Alex felt his adrenaline course through his body before he calmed down.

      “Damnit, Vitale, why the hell do you have that?”

      “It’s the one you killed,” said Vitale proudly. “It’s the first one we’ve been able to recover. In the past, the ones we’ve killed before you arrived were only done so at long range. By the time someone thinks to recover the body, it’s long gone. My suspicion is that the Jargars take care of their own dead but this one I wanted to examine personally.”

      “Well, you’ve certainly been going at it,” said Alex, looking at the Jargar. Just now he noticed the entire chest cavity was open, as was part of the head.

      “These are incredible creatures,” said Vitale, showing his excitement. “Would you be surprised to know that they have brains that are just slightly larger than ours?”

      “Not really,” said Alex, remembering how he could hear what the Jargars were thinking. “I’ve been trying to convince others that they are smarter than we give them credit for.”

      “I’m still studying the brain of the creature but you would be surprised how remarkably similar they are to other mammals,” explained Vitale as he grabbed the beast’s paw. “Look at these claws.”

      Vitale pulled them back until they were exposed, and Alex had to admit they looked wicked. Incredibly sharp and long, it was no wonder why they were such a danger to humans.

      “There’s still so much we can learn about them,” continued Vitale. “Even about their movements!”

      That last statement triggered something for Alex, something that he’d been meaning to ask Vitale anyway.

      “Speaking of movements, I wanted to ask you about some technology, Vitale. Do we have anything here that’s like a seismograph? Anything that might measure earthquakes?”

      Vitale pursed his lips for a moment as he thought about it. “There’s something that’s very basic and crude that came with the original settlers from Earth but it’s over sixty years old and probably not in good shape. Vesta doesn’t have many earthquakes, at least in this part of the planet. Why do you ask?”

      “When this Jargar tried to attack me, the first thing I noticed was the shaking of the ground,” explained Alex. “Pebbles started to fall from the rim around the mining biosphere, and as you’ve noticed, these Jargars aren’t exactly light creatures. I was thinking about the possibility of setting up an early warning system.”

      Vitale started to get excited. “An intuitive network of seismically-inclined demodulators! I love it, Alex!”

      Alex winced. “Say what now?”

      “You’re thinking about setting up a network of seismographs around the mining biosphere, right?”

      “Er, right,” replied Alex. “Why couldn’t you say that the first time though?”

      Vitale shrugged. “I thought my way sounded cooler.”

      Alex resisted the urge to laugh. “Do you think you can do it? I was thinking of surrounding the entire rim around the mining biosphere. I know you have the camera feeds now but the Jargars just move too fast for them to be useful.”

      “No, seismographs would definitely help,” said Vitale. “And it’s something I can start working on. All I need is to perfect the first one and then Tabby and Tammy can help me replicate the programming for other units. How fast do you want them set up?”

      “As soon as possible,” replied Alex. “But I understand it takes time. Just do the best you can.”

      “I always do,” said Vitale, grinning at him.

      “There was one more thing—” said Alex before he noticed his P-com started to vibrate. He was getting a call, followed by another call, and then another in rapid succession.

      “That looks important,” noted Vitale.

      “Yeah, no kidding,” said Alex, picking up the last call, which just so happened to be Annette. “Annette, what’s up? My P-com is ringing off the hook.”

      “Alex, we need to have an emergency Council meeting,” she said gravely. “Commander Rooney has just been killed in another Jargar attack.”
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      The death of Commander Rooney hit the entire colony of Vesta like a sledgehammer. It was a pivotal moment in their history, quite like when the Jargars first started attacking. It suddenly forced everyone to realize that their control of the planet was more tenuous than previously believed.

      After all, if the Jargars could get someone like the commander of the entire VDF, who could possibly be safe from their reprisals?

      The funeral for Rooney was held the following day in traditional Vestan fashion. Since the Jargars had absconded with the body, there was nothing to bury apart from an empty casket. And since Rooney was considered part of the leadership despite not being on the Council, his funeral was held in the open quad in the center of the city so that everyone could attend.

      For Alex, it was a weird place to be. He was the one that conducted the initial investigation into Rooney’s death, finding that the attack that killed him occurred much like other, earlier attacks. Rooney had been riding a rover on his way back from the mining biosphere. There was only one other person in that rover, the driver, and they’d slowed down to come out of the foothills and onto the plain.

      That was when the Jargar struck. The force of the blow overturned the rover completely and injured the driver enough to give him a concussion. There was a rover following just behind Rooney’s who saw the whole thing, watching as Rooney was carried off by the ferocious Jargar.

      With Rooney being gone, the entire VDF suddenly looked to Alex for their leadership, being second-in-command of the force. Though Alex was used to having a command role, it was still strange for him to fill Rooney’s shoes, even if the VDF was smaller than the Bastard’s Battalion.

      What made it even worse was knowing that it was still temporary.

      In fact, that was the reason why an impromptu Council meeting had been called that evening, the day after the funeral, to discuss the future leadership of the VDF. As was usual, Alex and Annette walked to the meeting together, and she seemed to think the meeting was more of a farce than anything.

      “It’s a complete waste of time,” she explained. “Rooney chose you to be his second-in-command. Why do we need a meeting to decide his successor when it’s already so clear-cut?”

      “Because Belladonna likes to be a pain in our ass,” joked Alex. “Why else would she do it?”

      Annette scowled. “One of these days, I swear to god, Alex. I’m going to kick her . . . right in the vagina.”

      The imagery alone made Alex start to laugh. “Kick her . . . in the vagina?”

      “That’s assuming she has one and it’s not some kind of black hole that sucks in men and all life itself,” grumbled Annette.

      “You really have a way with words, Annette. I can see why you decided on politics.”

      “My mother always said I had a potty mouth.”

      “I can’t imagine how she got that idea.”

      Annette poked him as they entered the Council room, finding that Belladonna and Cassara were already in their seats. As was quickly becoming tradition, neither woman acknowledged their presence unless they absolutely had to (usually during a meeting). Alex and Annette took their seats in the quiet room and waited for a few minutes for Serrano to show up. At least he got a greeting.

      “Councilor Serrano, good to see you,” said Belladonna warmly. She stood up to hug him before returning to her seat.

      “Why does she feel the need to be so formal with him?” whispered Alex to Annette.

      “It’s like she doesn’t realize that we know she’s fucking him,” replied Annette.

      They both snickered to themselves as the meeting was called in order.

      Belladonna started off the meeting by standing up again. “Very well, Councilors, we have the gravest of occasions that brings us together today. Our great Vestan Defense Force has lost its commander, a man who was like a father to the force. Commander Rooney was a tireless, selfless, and strategic leader the likes of which we won’t easily replace. And yet, that’s what we need to do today. We need to find a worthy successor, one that will carry the torch that Rooney did so effortlessly.”

      Annette yawned audibly, earning the attention of the rest of Council (as well as Belladonna’s scowl).

      “Could you be any more disrespectful, Annette?” snapped Belladonna. “Our great commander is dead.”

      “I’m well aware of that, Belladonna,” replied Annette. “I was just confused on who’s obituary you were giving—Commander Rooney’s or Allen Vesta’s.”

      “Are you saying that Rooney wasn’t an exemplary leader?” asked Cassara. “He led the VDF for over seven years.”

      “Seven years of turmoil with near constant Jargar attacks,” interrupted Annette. “Listen, I’m not here to debate Rooney’s qualities. He was a good commander but he wasn’t perfect. I think if we had better defenses, we might not have had so many Jargar attacks. Someone has to be responsible for that.”

      “Someone was responsible for that, Annette,” scowled Belladonna. “But unfortunately for us, you let her get off scot-free.”

      Annette smiled. “I believe that was a unanimous decision of the Council but I digress. I’d like to get on with the naming of the new commander of the VDF.”

      “That won’t be easy,” said Belladonna. “We’re going to need to vet potential new commanders and that’s going to take a lot of time. I’m committed to continuing this until we know we have the best person in the colony running the VDF.”

      “At least we can agree on that,” replied Annette. “I happen to know the best person to command the VDF.”

      Belladonna smiled cruelly. “And just who might that be, Annette?”

      “I’m sitting next to him,” said Annette while pointing to Alex. “The current second-in-command and captain of the VDF—Alex Hawthorne.”

      The reactions from the other three people in the room varied as soon as Alex’s name was announced. Serrano had no visible reaction, which Alex found most confusing. Just what was he up to? Cassara rolled her eyes but said nothing out loud.

      It was Belladonna who started foaming at the mouth at the mere mention of his name.

      “I think we deserve to find a more qualified leader than Councilor Hawthorne,” said Belladonna condescendingly. “Especially someone who isn’t so new to Vesta. These things tend to require an experienced hand, and I don’t think that someone who’s been in Vesta for less than a month is a great option.”

      Almost as an afterthought, Belladonna looked at him. “No offense to you.”

      Alex smirked. Her version of “no offense” was the same way he would tell someone else to “eat shit.”

      Annette had no problem telling Belladonna exactly what she thought about her opinion.

      “Like usual, you’re completely misguided and off base,” said Annette with a simple shrug.

      Belladonna slapped her hand on the table. “You would do well to remember who is the chairwoman of this Council, Annette!”

      “Believe me, it’s impossible for us to forget, Belladonna. You remind us every chance you get.”

      “Is there a point to all of this?” asked Serrano, speaking up for the first time in the meeting. “As entertaining as it is to watch you two go at it, I’d rather we get to the point so I can go back to what I was doing.”

      The statement was remarkable if only because it was the first time Serrano had said something that didn’t make Alex want to punch his lights out.

      “Councilor Serrano brings up an excellent point,” said Annette before turning to Alex. “Alex, how many years did you serve with your battalion during the Orbital Wars?”

      “Fifteen years in total,” he answered.

      Annette smiled. “And how many of those years were spent in some form of leadership capacity?”

      “Ten of them. I was one of the deputies for our commanding officer, one that helped with the planning and execution of our operations.”

      “And Alex, remind me again, how many men were in the battalion in total?” she asked sweetly.

      “At any one time? Approximately three hundred. Sometimes more or less depending on attrition.”

      “Three hundred is much more than the current size of the VDF,” noted Annette. “One last question, Alex, and thank you for putting up with this. How many Jargars have you killed now?”

      “How is that the least bit relevant?” shrieked Belladonna.

      Alex smirked. “I’ve killed three Jargars now.”

      “Ah, that’s right,” said Annette with a flare of theatricality. “That makes you the only man in Vesta who’s done so.”

      “Okay, Annette, I think you’ve made your point,” said Cassara after a deep sigh. She looked directly at Alex. “Do you want the job? Are you ready to be the commander of the VDF?”

      “It’s not your position to offer him that job,” Belladonna said to Cassara. “We have to vote on it!”

      Cassara held up her hand. “I see where this is going and like Councilor Serrano mentioned, we all have places to be. So, I’m going to ask again. Councilor Hawthorne, are you prepared to take over the VDF?”

      “I am,” said Alex. “I think I can do a lot of good in that role. And at very least, bring down the number of Jargar attacks.”

      Belladonna snorted. “If a man like Rooney couldn’t do it, I fail to see how someone like you could.”

      Alex gave her a friendly smile. “I look forward to proving you wrong then.”

      Annette let out a small laugh. “All in favor then of Alex taking over as commander? Who is voting yes?”

      Not surprisingly, Alex and Annette both raised their hands. They were joined by Cassara, who looked utterly uninterested in the meeting by this point and just wanted it to be over. To Alex’s surprise though, Serrano joined her in confirming him as well.

      Seeing the numbers against her, Belladonna started to mumble obscenities. She ran out of the room in the huff, still muttering about the “travesty of justice” she’d just witnessed before she was gone.

      Annette grinned and turned toward Alex. “I think the yes’s have it then. Congratulations on your promotion, Commander Hawthorne.”

      Before the meeting could end, Cassara had to try one more time to spoil the mood. She gave Alex a sharp look.

      “I hope you know how much responsibility is riding on your shoulders now,” she said. “You’re charged with the protection of the entire colony. There’s no room for mistakes now. If it turns out that your actions aren’t as impressive as your resume, you’ll be removed or worse. I hope you realize that.”

      She didn’t give him a chance to respond before leaving the room with Serrano right behind her. Once they were gone, Annette slid her chair closer until she bumped into him.

      “I really like having you on the Council,” she said with a grin. “I’ve never had this much fun pushing Belladonna’s buttons.”

      Alex chuckled. “I’m glad I can be part of your fun. Quick question for you though. Does Belladonna ever end a Council meeting without storming off first?”

      Annette let out a giggle. “It wouldn’t appear that way, would it?”

      “How did a woman like that ever wind up in leadership? She seems completely ill-suited for it.”

      “It’s the power of politics, Alex. And last names. Belladonna’s family has been in Vesta since the beginning. The Worthingtons were powerful allies of the Vestas at one time. It’s only this generation that’s seen such a wide gulf between them.”

      “That’s hard to believe,” replied Alex. “I can’t imagine Ellie and Belladonna ever getting along.”

      “No, it’s much more fun to piss off Belladonna,” said Annette. “By the way, congratulations are in order. Belladonna did have a point about one thing. You haven’t been here long and you’re already on the Council and in control of the VDF. Some might say that makes you the most powerful man in Vesta.”

      “Who would say that, Annette?”

      “Oh, just about any girl that digs powerful men.”

      “You’re just like your cousin.”

      Annette giggled again. “I’m just teasing you. Maybe. I don’t really know anymore. But what I do know is that you still haven’t given me my swimming lesson. And I’m beginning to wonder whether you really want to learn how to play Slogger at all.”

      “I know, I know. I haven’t forgotten,” said Alex, rubbing his chin. “Maybe we could do it tomorrow morning? I should be free.”

      Annette grinned. “You have a deal.”
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      “I swear, Alex, I don’t know how you work with that woman. She’s a nightmare and a half and that’s even putting it nicely.”

      Alex had to laugh as he listened to Rick ask about Belladonna. Both men were currently having a drink at Vesta’s only watering hole—a small bar that was located inside Biosphere Ten. Joining them was also Michelle Baird, who’d been warming Rick’s bed for the past week, much to the annoyance of Nikki, Rick’s official landing-partner.

      At least Michelle wasn’t as flirtatious as she’d been the first time Alex met her. Her new fling with Rick seemed to be taking care of her needs for the present time.

      “Just call it like it really is,” interrupted Michelle. “The woman is a cunt. We know it and she knows it so why pretend otherwise?”

      “She certainly doesn’t like me,” replied Alex. “And she makes sure I know it every time she meets with me. You should hear the way she says ‘Councilor Hawthorne’ when she addresses me. It’s like she’s trying to spit a turd out of her mouth at the same time.”

      Michelle started to laugh. “That’s the Belladonna that we all know and hate. You know the funny thing about her is that she campaigned to get on the Council in the most selfless way possible, like she was going to turn Vesta around and be completely devoted to the people. And then one of the first things she proposed was to do away with elections and make the Council hereditary. All she cares about is power.”

      “Ellie has told me some stories about her,” said Alex. “And I believe all of them now that I’ve met her.

      “Alex, isn’t there a way you can just vote her off the Council?” asked Michelle. “Like what they did to Ellie?”

      Alex shook his head. “You need a majority of votes to make that happen and right now, Belladonna controls the Council. On the most important matters, Belladonna makes sure that Cassara and Serrano vote her way so we’d never have a majority.”

      “But they still voted to confirm you for commander of the VDF,” noted Rick. “So that voting block isn’t impenetrable.”

      “You have a point, but I think that was a relatively small matter,” said Alex. “I think Belladonna was only putting in her objections to be a pain in the ass.”

      “Imagine that,” quipped Michelle.

      “I don’t think she seriously intended to block my ascension to command,” finished Alex. “She might be a petty bitch but she’s not an idiot.”

      “Is there any chance of pulling Serrano to your side?” asked Michelle.

      Both Alex and Rick looked at each other and started to laugh.

      “Not a chance in hell,” replied Rick. “Not after what Alex did to him on the Racine. I’m still amazed you two can be in the same room without killing each other.”

      “Rick is right,” added Alex. “We’re on our own until the status quo changes. And who knows when that will be?”

      Though Alex had no way of knowing it, the status quo was already changing. And it was going to change in a big way very soon.

      He spent the rest of the night with Rick and Michelle before going home, finding that Jenna was already in bed. She cuddled up against him after mumbling something about him being home late, but she was soon fast asleep again.

      The next morning, Jenna was out of bed first for work, allowing Alex leisurely time to wake up without being on his guard. After getting a quick breakfast, he headed to the pool on Biosphere Six just in time to meet Annette for her very first swimming lesson.

      And she definitely came dressed to impress. Annette was only wearing a hunter-green bikini, the kind that showed off almost everything (and strongly hinted at what remained covered). Alex could only stare as he walked over to her, loving all the creamy skin he could see, as well as her incredible body. It was the first time he’d seen Annette this disrobed, and he found himself wishing it wasn’t the last time.

      Annette was curvy in a way that her cousin wasn’t but that only added to her appeal. She had the kind of hips that you just wanted to grab onto and start humping. Her tits looked incredible too, and Alex thought he saw her nipples straining against the fabric. Her red hair was tied back in a long ponytail that nearly reached the middle of her back.

      In all, Annette looked fantastic and she certainly knew it.

      She grinned as he approached her. “Now I know what Ellie was talking about.”

      A confused look appeared on his face. “What do you mean?”

      “The way you look at me,” she said, rubbing her hands down her stomach and ending on her thighs. “Ellie said that’s one of her favorite things—finding your eyes roaming her body, seeing the desire in them. That’s what you were just doing to me right now, weren’t you?”

      There was no use denying it.

      “Yeah, I was,” replied Alex. “I didn’t have any idea you had all this under your clothes but I do now. And I just have to say . . . .damn!”

      Annette started to laugh. “Come on, Romeo. Let’s get in the pool.”

      She started to walk in slowly, wadding in to her hips as Alex did the same.

      “It wasn’t that long ago that I caught you both by the pool,” said Annette, winking at him. “I haven’t told anyone about that by the way.”

      “I was hoping you wouldn’t,” said Alex.

      “I could use some convincing, you know. Maybe the same treatment you gave her?”

      “It’s definitely tempting,” said Alex. “But Jenna calls the shots there.”

      Annette giggled. “I’m teasing you by the way. I won’t tell anyone. I just like to get you riled up. It’s actually kind of refreshing to see a woman calling the shots in a relationship for a change. That’s usually not the case here.”

      “Even with how outnumbered men are?”

      She shook her head. “You can say we’re used to the men getting what they want. So that makes you a very interesting case.”

      “I’ve always wanted to be an interesting case.”

      “Well, I hope you’re finding it worthwhile.”

      Alex couldn’t help but laugh. Annette was just fun. Though there was still the underlying sexual tension with her that he had with Ellie and Jenna, his relationship with her was different (as it was different between Ellie and Jenna too). Annette didn’t take herself too seriously, which Ellie could be guilty of, especially owing to the expectations of her family name. Annette also seemed more worldly than Jenna, which was unique in its own way too.

      “So I have to say, you’re not much of a teacher right now,” teased Annette, breaking him from his thoughts. “We’ve been in the water for five minutes and you haven’t taught me a thing yet.”

      “I’m about to teach you what a dunk looks like,” growled Alex.

      “You wouldn’t do that to little, old me, would you?”

      Alex answered the question by quickly chasing her and pulling her under. Annette flapped her arms and pulled herself back to the surface as water dripped from her face and ponytail.

      “I’m starting to regret this,” she grumbled.

      “Don’t do that,” replied Alex. “You just learned your first lesson.”

      “What would that be? Select a better teacher next time?”

      “No, how not to panic when you go underwater,” said Alex with a grin.

      “I hope my other lessons aren’t as drastic,” she mumbled. “Can we start with the basics first?”

      Alex sighed playfully. “If you insist.”

      For the next hour, they went through the basics as Alex saw them, starting with how to tread water (which Annette picked up very quickly) as well as her first strokes including the breaststroke and the backstroke (which she also picked up easily).

      “I don’t think you’ve been honest with me,” said Alex at the end of their session. “You picked this up just a little too fast. You’ve done this before, haven’t you?”

      Annette gave him a guilty smile. “No, no, no, this is my first time.”

      “I have a feeling you’ve said that before too, in a much different situation.”

      Annette giggled. “Perhaps. But maybe I’ve been in a pool before. And maybe I’ve had some practice with swimming.”

      Alex splashed her. “You lied to me. Why’d you do that?”

      Annette shrugged, which made her tits bounce again. “I just like spending time with you. And when you made the offer, I thought it was a good way to do it without making it weird.”

      “Why would it be weird?”

      “It just might be. Especially when you’re so clearly with someone else.”

      “Okay, point taken. So what are you saying? That you want to be on the list as well?”

      Annette swam closer to him. “Am I not on the list already?”

      “You’re definitely on the list.”

      She smiled. “I hoped so.”

      With those last words, Annette leaned in and kissed his cheek. When she pulled away moments later, her cheeks were flushed in a deep red color.

      “Sorry,” she muttered quietly.

      “Why are you sorry?” he whispered.

      “I’ve just been wanting to do that for a while now. I was trying to hold back but I just couldn’t anymore.”

      Alex nodded. “Well, it wasn’t on the lips so it’s not like you’re getting me in trouble per se.”

      “I could probably get you in a lot of trouble. I’ve been pretty good about that in the past.”

      “Let’s use some restraint,” said Alex. “I’m still trying to get Jenna to accept one other woman, let alone two.”

      Annette purred. “Now this conversation just got interesting. Details please!”

      Alex didn’t attempt to indulge her. He simply splashed her with some water, which made Annette groan aloud.

      “Party pooper.”
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      “What do you think, Alex? It’s my first working prototype but it’s an ingenious system that’s going to perform exactly the way you wanted it to work.”

      Alex studied the small device in his hands that Vitale had just given him. It had been about five days since he’d been confirmed as commander of the VDF and already Vitale had a working model for the seismograph that Alex requested.

      “It looks good to me but how does it work?” asked Alex.

      “I’m glad you asked,” replied Vitale with a grin. “See these sensors on the bottom? These are placed directly on the ground, and they measure changes in force application out to fifty meters away. And it has to be a major force application I might add. They’re not sensitive enough to pick up small creatures or birds that happen to land on them because they’re not meant to do that. I’m talking about something human-sized or bigger.”

      “Fifty meters is a good range,” said Alex. “But how does it communicate back to us?”

      “These antennas will shoot any rapid changes in local force application back to my lab,” replied Vitale, pulling back the small antenna and letting it whip forward. “If we set these far enough out and use them in a network, we can track changes around the entire colony.”

      “The advanced warning system that I’ve been dreaming about,” said Alex. “Can I see it in action?”

      “Nothing beats a test run!” said Vitale with a grin. He placed the sensors on the ground and then rushed over to his computer where he fired open a program. “Okay, I want you to jump up and down right now.”

      Alex did as he requested, taking several good jumps.

      “Did you get anything?”

      Vitale smirked at him. “I didn’t turn it on yet. I just thought it would be funny if you started jumping.”

      Alex did something that was called “flipping the bird” back on Earth. It was less impactful because he had to explain what it meant to Vitale.

      “Such interesting customs you have! I can’t wait to hear more about them, Alex!”

      “Can we just test out the machine for real now?”

      “Of course. It’s turned on now. Go ahead and jump this time.”

      Alex repeated his jumps once more. Even from this distance, he could see the program measuring spikes on the seismograph, which coordinated with the movement. Just to keep up the test, Alex moved to the opposite end of the lab and started jumping again to test the distance of the device.

      Sure enough, the movements were measured accurately.

      “This is perfect, Vitale,” said Alex, beaming with a grin. “Exactly what I wanted. How soon can we have more of them?”

      “As soon as Tabby and Tammy finish programming the force and distance application protocols on the second-generation models!”

      “Er, what does that mean?” asked Alex.

      “Oops, sorry, Alex. I forget everyone doesn’t speak nerd. I mean that we’ll have five more for you shortly. They’ll be wrapped up soon.”

      Alex chuckled. “Thanks, Vitale, you’re a godsend. We can put those first five around the mining biosphere until we have enough to line the road up to it on either side. Then we can really offer protection to our people who have to work up there.”

      Vitale performed a dramatic bow. “I live but to serve, my friend.”

      Alex couldn’t have been in higher spirits after leaving Vitale’s laboratory a short while later. This was the first big change that would come to the VDF in years, and it was occurring only days into his tenure as commander. It was also the first change that hadn’t been shot down by Belladonna and her minions on the Council. So far, he’d made requests to reconsider everything that he’d put up to Belladonna already, including more spaced out watchtowers and a permanent residence at the mining biosphere, and so far, they’d all been denied.

      “You can ask for these things a million times, Councilor Hawthorne,” said Belladonna, shaking her haughty head. “But there’s still no budget for these upgrades. You’re just going to have to make do with what you have.”

      Alex grumbled under his breath as he entered his VDF office in Biosphere Five. There was plenty of budget, it was just that Belladonna didn’t want to spend it. Even Vitale was willing to cut him a deal on the first five seismograph sensors, which Alex was able to squeeze into the minuscule VDF budget without too much notice.

      But if they were truly going to stop the Jargar attacks, more would have to be done. And that would require more funding.

      At least he was able to get in one more big change, and that was to increase the numbers of the VDF. The force was down to forty-two men by this point in time, having taken further attrition just since Alex had joined. He was able to get approval to boost the force to sixty, including having a ten-man replacement squad that could fill in for emergencies or any open spaces on the existing squad when necessary. For these eighteen spots, Alex looked first to his rifle training class and he wasn’t surprised when most of them signed up.

      “Are you kidding? I’d much rather do this than stay another day on cleaning detail,” said an excited Sam as Alex offered him his enlistment commission.

      “It’s still dangerous out there, Sam. Good men have died recently, including Commander Rooney. You’d be putting your life on the line every day.”

      Sam didn’t seem worried. “I’ve already weighed the risks and I still want to do it. I’m in. Where do I sign?”

      They went through the little details and got Sam his uniform and his rifle. He was grinning from ear to ear once it was all in his hands.

      “Wait until Adela sees this,” he said with excitement. “She’s told me she’s always had a thing for guys in uniform.”

      Alex couldn’t help but chuckle at that. For Sam to put his life at risk just to make Adela happy told him plenty about the kind of man Sam was. Alex was thankful that he would be joining the VDF.

      Right after Sam came Owen, who was much more serious about his enlistment with the force. Alex found that he was coming to like Owen a great deal, especially considering the fact that Owen seemed determined to make up for his time spent as Serrano’s lackey.

      “I’ve been waiting to kick some Jargar ass for some time,” said Owen as he looked at his newly-issued rifle. “And I’m ready to do so thanks in large part because of your class.”

      “You’ve come a long way since that first class,” noted Alex. “You know that I had my reservations about you at first but you’ve been proving me wrong. And I’ve never been happier to be wrong about this.”

      Owen grinned. “I appreciate that, Alex. That means a lot coming to you.”

      There was one more person to be enlisted in the VDF, and this one only squeezed by because Belladonna couldn’t attend that meeting. For the first time in years, Alex was able to open the enlistment ranks to the women of Vesta, and the first person to sign up was none other than his landing-partner.

      “I don’t know how you did it but I’m not complaining,” said Jenna while she signed her enlistment commission. “I imagine Belladonna is going to have a cow when she finds out.”

      “She’s probably going to have the whole farm if I had to take a guess,” joked Alex.

      “Are you sure you’re okay with this?” she asked. “I know this is dangerous. You’ve told me about the danger many times. I just want to make sure that you’re not going to regret it when you see me out there for the first time.”

      “Don’t get me wrong,” said Alex. “I don’t love the idea. But I know that I couldn’t open the ranks to women without giving you a shot. And sure enough, you’re the first one to enlist. I know you just want to do the right thing because that’s who you are. You’re perfect for this, Jenna, and trying to keep you away from the VDF would have been a losing battle.”

      Jenna beamed at him. “I often thought about the day when you would start getting things turned around here because I knew if anyone could make it happen, it would be you. And sure enough, look what’s happening. You’re in charge of the VDF now and we’re going to stop all these Jargar attacks. I just know it.”

      “I’m glad you have confidence in me,” replied Alex. “Even if I don’t feel it some days.”

      Jenna frowned. “You’re having doubts?”

      “Not doubts. Let’s just say I feel the weight on my shoulders right now. And I want to get things the way they ought to be.”

      She reached out to hug him. “Don’t you worry. If anyone can turn around Vesta, it’s you. I believe in you.”

      Hearing Jenna’s confidence made things better, if only slightly.
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      The next evening, Alex found himself working in his new VDF office, the one previously occupied by Commander Rooney. There was no end to the mountain of work in front of him, which mostly revolved around all the new recruits. As of this evening, he had twenty new people to fill the ranks, giving him a total of sixty-two effectives.

      With one third of the VDF being rookies, there was much to do to get them up to speed. While supplies weren’t exactly an issue, training the new recruits was going to be a serious burden. And while a small portion of them had attended Alex’s rifle training, there were still several of them who’d never even fired a weapon before.

      When he was still captain, he could at least attend to their training while mixing it into his other duties but now that he was the commander, he found himself stretched a little thin.

      He needed a second-in-command, and Alex knew who he was going to get to take the job.

      “You called for me, sir?”

      Alex looked up to see Lt. Hans Mueller saluting near the door. In the recent weeks, Alex’s relationship with Hans had undergone a rehabilitation of sorts, which began shortly after Alex killed the last Jargar. Up until that point, Alex sensed that Hans resented his quick ascension through the ranks, as well as the fact that he was a relative newcomer to Vesta.

      That wasn’t the case anymore. Even before Rooney died, Hans had come to accept that Alex was a capable leader and turned off the hostility, proving to be an able deputy. And now that Alex had the authority to do so, he was going to make Hans’ unofficial status, official.

      “Come on in, Lieutenant,” said Alex, gesturing to the chair. “You want something to drink?”

      “Sure why not, sir,” replied Hans.

      Alex tossed him a bottle of Vestan Ale, which despite the name, was a non-alcoholic drink made exclusively on the planet. Jenna explained it to him one time that it was made to contain added nutrients and vitamins to make it far superior to any other drink. The ale part was more of an inside joke, as the creators put in flavoring to make it taste like beer so that it had more appeal to the masses.

      Hans took a sip of his bottle and grinned. “My wives hate that stuff. It leaves a bad aftertaste. You’re going to make me catch all kinds of hell when I get home, sir.”

      Alex chuckled. “I’ve noticed the same. Preferably, I’d like an actual beer myself but not on the job. Can’t afford to lose my wits. At least not now.”

      “Understandable, sir.”

      Alex leaned back in his chair. “Hans, I’m going to get straight to the point. I’ve never been much for small talk and there’s a lot to do these days now that I’m the commander. Too much to do, in fact. I need help. I need someone reliable that can be my second-in-command, like I was to Rooney. You know any men that can take the job?”

      Hans blinked several times. “Is this a trick question, sir?”

      Alex smirked. “What, is it that obvious? I’m asking you, Hans, to be my second-in-command. You’ve proven yourself as a capable deputy and you have the experience. You also know what it takes to command the mining biosphere better than anyone. So how about it? You want a new bar to pin to your shoulder to show off to your wives?”

      Surprisingly, Hans looked confused. “Are you sure about this, sir? I know we didn’t get off to the right start here. I’m just a little stumped that you’re wanting me.”

      “It’s probably better off that we didn’t get off to the right start,” replied Alex. “That way, the men will know I’m not playing favorites. You’re a good soldier and a capable leader, Hans. I see that, and I need to know my second-in-command can handle the job. So do you want it or not?”

      By this point, Hans couldn’t contain the smile on his face. “I thought I might die as a lieutenant with the way my career had been going.”

      Alex chuckled. “Not under my watch, Captain Mueller. If you’re going to die, it’s going to be as the second-in-command of the VDF. That just means we’ll give you a nicer funeral.”

      Hans laughed at that while Alex tossed him the bars to pin to his uniform. Just before Alex could go into detail about what he wanted, his P-com went off. A hologram of Annette appeared from his wrist.

      “Alex, I’m so sorry to interrupt but Belladonna has called for an emergency Council meeting. Can you come over right away?”

      “What’s the emergency?” asked Alex. “Did she find out the whole colony actually hates her and she’s resigning in anguish?”

      Annette giggled. “Not quite but that’s a lovely image. I’m not sure what this is about actually. I guess we’ll find out together.”

      “I guess so. I’ll be right there.”

      As the hologram ended, Alex told Hans they’d reconvene later and he set off toward the Council chambers. Once there, he found that he was the last one to arrive, with all eyes on him as he marched to his seat.

      “So nice of you to join us,” quipped Belladonna, barely disguising the disgust on her face.

      “Some of us actually have important things to take care of,” replied Alex. “So what’s this about?”

      “I could ask you the very same question,” retorted Belladonna, standing up and planting her hands on her defiant hips. “I have to miss one Council meeting on important business and I find out that you’ve allowed women into the VDF. How dare you, Councilor Hawthorne?”

      “I’ve allowed women to reenter into the VDF, yes,” replied Alex. “Only because someone made the shortsighted decision to restrict their entry before I got here.”

      “Women do not belong in the VDF,” snapped Belladonna. “It is the job of the men in this colony to protect it!”

      “In case you haven’t noticed, we’re a little short on men,” shot Alex coolly. “Even with the new arrivals, there’s still a gap of nearly 150 between the men and the women—”

      “What did you hope to gain by this little stunt of yours?” interrupted Belladonna. “I know your landing-partner is in the VDF now, as well as another woman. Does the thought of them dying excite you, Councilor Hawthorne? Especially the grisly fate that they would receive courtesy of the Jargars?”

      “My ‘stunt’ is ensuring that Vesta has enough people dedicated to protect her,” replied Alex. “There is no reason to stop women from volunteering for the force if they show the skill set we need and the enthusiasm.”

      Belladonna started to wave her hands in the air. “I’ve heard enough of your excuses! At least this is one travesty that I can reverse.”

      “It passed with the approval of the Council,” said a defiant Annette.

      Belladonna shrugged. “Then the Council will just have to have another vote to unpass it. I vote to disallow women from entering the VDF, as it should be.”

      “I vote to allow, clearly,” said Annette. “As I voted the first time around.”

      “My vote hasn’t changed from the first time either,” growled Alex. “Allow.”

      “Very well,” said Belladonna as she looked at both Cassara and Serrano expectantly. “And you two? You’re not going to let this travesty continue, are you?”

      That was when something very interesting happened. The first time around, the only dissenting vote was Cassara, who knew how strongly Belladonna felt about the subject and she was never willing to take the opposite side of her much more powerful benefactor. For the second vote, Cassara voted to disallow again, but it was Serrano that changed his tune.

      “As it turns out, I’m not that big of a fan of allowing women to serve in the military,” said Serrano like it was no big deal. “I’m going to vote to disallow.”

      Annette shot to her feet. “We just voted on this, Serrano and you’ve already changed your mind? What did Belladonna offer you in exchange for your vote?”

      Serrano sneered at her. “Feisty little thing, aren’t you? I guess it’s true what they say about redheads.”

      At that point, Alex got in his face. “Give me a reason, just one reason to punch your lights out. I’ll gladly do it.”

      “I will have order in my Council!” yelled Belladonna as she started to pound the table with her hand like a gavel. When nothing further came out from Alex or Serrano, she crossed her arms triumphantly.

      “At least I know we can still have proper justice on this Council,” said Belladonna. “The order passes. No more women in the VDF.”

      Alex chuckled. “You’re almost too much like your cousin, do you know that?”

      “There are worse things in life.”

      

      “I’m not kicking out the ones that have already enlisted,” said a defiant Alex. “So you can stick that motion where the sun doesn’t shine.”

      Belladonna glared at him. “You know what? You want to get your landing-partner killed, be my guest. This ruling will be on any future enlistments only. And when those women die, you can face the wrath of the rest of the colony. At least I’ll have a clean conscience.”

      “Are we done here?” asked Alex, pushing to his feet. “You’ve gotten what you wanted and now it’s time I got back to work.”

      Belladonna smirked at him, and at that moment, he knew this meeting wasn’t finished yet.

      “One more thing for you, Councilor Hawthorne,” she said. “You’ve put in a request for an increase to your discretionary budget for the VDF. A modest increase, but an increase nevertheless. Is that right?”

      Alex’s stomach dropped. “That’s right. That will cover the cost of the new early warning system that was developed by Vitale. It’s a seismograph sensor that we can position around the mining biosphere to track Jargar movements. Based on Vitale’s judgment, it will give us seconds back on every Jargar encounter, which is enough time to make a life-or-death difference. I’ve paid for the first batch of them out of the existing VDF budget but I need more to set up a true defense network.”

      “I bet you do,” said a sarcastic Belladonna. “But unfortunately, this colony has a lot more pressing needs than buying more of Vitale’s toys. We’re all familiar with what kind of creatures he creates in his lab.”

      “What’s more pressing than safety for the colonists?” quipped Alex. “Does your apartment need a new couch or something? Or perhaps you just need some more cushion for your bank account?”

      Annette snickered while Belladonna glared at him.

      “I don’t find your jokes amusing, Councilor Hawthorne. You would do best to keep in mind that this Council put you in the commander’s position. It can take you out of it as well.”

      “That might be a blessing so I don’t have to witness the reckoning that is in for Vesta,” replied Alex. “You take every step possible to limit my resources and prevent me from protecting my force. Sooner or later, the Jargars are going to attack in numbers. If you don’t think they’re capable of doing that, you’re mistaken. When that day comes, it’s going to be very ugly for all of us.”

      “Thank you for your sage warning,” replied Belladonna dismissively. “This meeting is now adjourned.”
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      Later that evening, Alex couldn’t help but vent to Jenna about Council meeting.

      “She’s a pencil-pushing idiot,” raged Alex. “And she’s going to get a lot of people killed.”

      “It really is stupid that she won’t let more women serve,” said Jenna. “Especially with the shortage of men. We could use the extra help in the ranks.”

      “Or the spending,” added Alex. “I don’t know what to do about that woman. It almost makes me want to go back to Earth.”

      Jenna started to rub his shoulders. “You’re doing the best that you can. I have no doubt about that.”

      Hearing the words helped a little but not much. Alex didn’t reply, which made Jenna lean in to kiss his neck.

      “Is there anything I can do?” she asked. “Anything at all? Do you want me, baby?”

      Any other time, Alex would already be hard for her. Tonight was a little bit more difficult though since his mind was still racing.

      “I’m just so frustrated,” said Alex.

      That was when Jenna did something that surprised him. She started to nibble his ear before making her most sensual offer yet.

      “What about Ellie?” she whispered. “What if we finally invited her to be with us?”

      That seemed to do the trick. Alex turned around to look at Jenna, who started to giggle.

      “I figured that might change your mind.”

      “Are you serious about that?” he asked. “I know we talked about it before but I want to make sure you haven’t changed your mind.”

      “I’m serious,” said Jenna, a naughty twinkle in her eye. “You might want to call her. See if she can come over.”

      Alex’s fingers never worked his P-com any faster than he did at that moment.

      He also didn’t expect Ellie to show up as quickly as she did, but she was outside their door before he knew it.

      “There you are,” said Jenna. “I was wondering if you’d show up.”

      “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” said Ellie as she hugged Jenna tightly.

      “So you’re really serious about this?” Ellie asked Jenna once the greetings were over.

      Jenna grinned. “It was my idea, yes. I figured that you would want to celebrate the clearing of your name, and what better way to do that than some . . . intimacy with Alex and I?”

      “No better way,” replied Ellie, giggling to herself. “I’d be honored.”

      “See?” said Jenna to Alex. “I told you this would be fine. One more woman could be really fun.”

      Alex’s cock twitched in his pants. “The more the merrier.”

      “I figured you’d say that,” said Jenna with a giggle. “Besides, it’s time Ellie got her fill. Literally.”

      Ellie’s eyes rolled backward. “And I’ve been wanting it since we met. Since that time by the river. Remember?”

      “What are we waiting for then?” asked Jenna coyly.

      Alex growled under his breath. “Get over here, woman.”

      Ellie smiled and bounded over to him, colliding into his arms. Their lips connected passionately, and it wasn’t long before Ellie’s legs were wrapped around his waist. Her tongue slipped into his mouth, seeking his and dueling together for several moments until the kiss broke.

      “Just as good as I pictured,” whispered Ellie. “If not better.”

      Alex couldn’t agree more. “You’re still a little overdressed though.”

      “That’s the funny thing about alcohol,” replied Ellie as she received a glass of wine from Jenna. “It has the naughty effect of making all my clothes disappear.”

      To really drive home her point, Ellie gulped down the entire glass of wine at once. Once it was gone, she pressed her lips to Alex’s once more. Alex could taste the sweet alcohol on her lips, and he loved the way it seemed to make her more wild with desire.

      She reached between them and grabbed Alex’s cock from over his pants. Sure enough, he was already rock hard.

      “Oh, yes,” said Ellie. “He’s more than ready.”

      “Come on, let’s take this to the bedroom,” said Jenna. “We’ll have so much more space in there.”

      Alex followed both women into the bedroom, pointing the way as he went. It was very telling who was the main star of the night, as Ellie laid down on her back in the middle of the bed while Jenna slipped in beside her.

      “You know, Ellie, he looks really uncomfortable in all those clothes,” noted Jenna. “I bet those pants feel terrible right now.”

      “You’re so right, Jenna,” replied Ellie. “Let me see if I can make him more comfortable.”

      Ellie leaned forward and didn’t stop until her hands rested on the buttons of his pants. She undid them carefully as she kept her blue-green eyes trained on him. She reached her hand inside his pants, not stopping until she had a full grasp of his manhood. She pulled him all the way out while using the other hand to push his pants down his legs.

      Ellie couldn’t help but lick her lips as she was faced with his throbbing member. “It’s so fucking sexy. God, I missed seeing it.”

      Jenna purred with approval. “Been a while since you have, right?”

      “Holy fucking shit, it’s so thick,” moaned Ellie as she reached over to stroke it. “Jenna, you took this monster and you can still walk afterward?”

      “Well, walking the next day was a little hard to do,” replied Jenna, giggling.

      “You can say that again,” said Ellie in a mere whisper.

      Ellie didn’t waste any more time. Alex groaned when he felt her soft lips engulf him, wrapping around the tip of his cock.

      “Fuck, that’s so hot,” whispered Jenna as she shifted closer still. She was now next to Alex, taking turns watching his eyes before looking over at Ellie as she sucked him.

      “Suck him, Ellie,” whispered Jenna, who was now rubbing between her legs as the scene continued to unfold. “I want to watch you take his cock down your throat.”

      Ellie didn’t need to be told twice. She put her hands on either side of Alex’s hips and continued to pleasure his cock with her mouth. While she did that, Jenna leaned up and started to kiss his lips.

      It was like getting the best of both worlds as Alex was on the receiving end of both women’s tongues. It was also the first time he’d ever experienced two partners at once, and judging by how this was going, it wasn’t going to be the last time.

      “Hgn!” groaned Ellie when she let go of his manhood, her saliva still sticking to it. “I love this fucking cock.”

      “This is turning me on so much,” Jenna whispered against his lips. “I can’t wait to watch you fuck her.”

      Ellie started to stroke it vigorously while putting just the tip in her mouth, suctioning it with her lips. Her free hand went to his balls, slowly massaging them and causing Alex to groan into Jenna’s mouth.

      “I know that groan,” teased Jenna. “If you don’t slow down, he’s going to pop soon.”

      Ellie let go like she just found out it was poisonous. “Can’t have him popping yet. I need him inside me first!”

      From there, she made hurried movements to disrobe, unbuttoning her pants and pushing them down her long, slender legs. She was wearing a red thong underneath, and one glance at the fabric showed Alex just how wet she was. Ellie must have noticed his staring because she raised her hips.

      “Alex, will you take them off me please?” she whispered in a husky voice.

      Alex gave Jenna one last kiss before moving forward. He hooked his thumbs in Ellie’s thong and yanked it down, exposing her hairless sex and slick labia.

      “Wow,” whispered Jenna once she saw Ellie bottomless. “She’s beautiful.”

      Ellie looked over at Jenna. “Thank you,” she mouthed.

      The air around Alex was thick with tension. Not only did he have Ellie’s very inviting pussy in his field of vision, but one flick of his eyes showed Jenna hovering just next to her, completely okay with what was about to happen. If it couldn’t get any harder, Jenna’s hand had replaced Ellie’s mouth on his cock, and she was now stroking him gently.

      “I really want to see you put it in her,” whispered Jenna. “I want to see the look she makes when you stretch open her tight pussy.”

      Ellie was now rubbing her clit subtly, waiting for his movement. Alex kept his eyes locked on the sight, moving his body closer to Ellie’s quim.

      “I’ll put you in her,” whispered Jenna.

      There wasn’t anything sexier than that. It was also tacit permission that Jenna was going to allow this to happen. She wanted him to fuck Ellie.

      And god help him, he wanted it too.

      Jenna aimed him at Ellie’s waiting hole. Alex felt the tip slide against Ellie’s buttery folds. Her legs were stretched out wide, waiting for him to make that final thrust.

      “I need it,” moaned Ellie, her hand opening the silken butterfly between her legs. “Please?”

      Alex gave in to instinct. He pushed forward, entering Ellie at that moment.

      “Oh god!” yelled Ellie as she felt him enter her body. “Fuck me, you feel so good, Alex.”

      Jenna let go of his cock now and she put one hand each on his ass cheeks, pushing him further in. Alex didn’t stop until he was completely buried, his balls resting against Ellie’s puckered asshole.

      “I’m so stretched open,” moaned Ellie, turning her head from side to side. “God, it’s incredible! I can’t even describe how good it feels. It’s so hot and thick.”

      Jenna took her previous place on Ellie’s side, watching the entire experience as Alex withdrew his hips and then sent them crashing forward again. Ellie’s breasts rippled inside her shirt, but she worked to fix that quickly, ripping off the garment and pulling her tits out of the bra.

      Ellie wasn’t the only one to expose herself. While Alex was busy setting a rhythm for them, Jenna was disrobing too. He barely noticed until Jenna’s tits came into his field of vision, her nipples already stiff. She smiled at him as he continued to pound Ellie, and he couldn’t help but smile back.

      “Harder!” moaned Ellie. “Fucking fuck fuck fuck me harder please!”

      Alex increased the pace, slamming his hips against hers and making the sound echo across the walls. The intensity was picked up again when he noticed that Jenna was now taking off the last bit of underwear she had on too leaving her stunningly nude,

      “Hgn! Just like that!” moaned Ellie. “Fuck, I’m going to cum!”

      At that moment, Jenna reached forward and pinched Ellie’s left nipple. Ellie’s hips started to buck wild, almost throwing Alex off before she exploded in orgasm moments later. He could feel her pussy gripping down on his cock, squeezing him with intensity as he continued to batter her well-fucked hole.

      “Just like that, baby,” coached Jenna. “Make her cum again. Make her orgasm on your perfect cock.”

      Alex started to thrust harder again, moving his hips in tandem with Ellie’s. Ellie settled her sexy eyes on him as her perfect tits rippled with every powerful thrust. To make matters even sexier, Jenna moved closer to Ellie, and the two women locked lips, kissing passionately as Alex continued to fuck her.

      “Tastes so yummy,” whispered Jenna once the kiss broke.

      Ellie could barely respond. She was riding the wave of her next orgasm and she had no words for either of them.

      Alex could feel his orgasm approaching too. It was never far at bay, especially in a situation like this with two gorgeous women. He was trying to hold off with every trick in the book but it was a futile act.

      There was nothing he wanted more in that moment than to shoot every drop of cum he had inside Ellie’s luscious body.

      “I’m getting close,” groaned Alex as his hips pistoned against the gorgeous brunette. “I’m going to cum soon.”

      Jenna bit her lip. “You’re going to cum inside her, aren’t you, Alex? You’re going to fill that pussy with your sperm?”

      “Fuck yes,” said Alex.

      Jenna grinned wickedly and turned to look at Ellie. “Did you hear that? He’s going to fill you completely. He might even get you pregnant.”

      Ellie moaned loudly as that was said, and it was obvious that she was going to cum again. This time, Jenna leaned down and kissed her again.

      “Oh fuck, I love you both!” yelled Ellie as she came for a second time.

      It was too much for Alex. Feeling Ellie start to squeeze him again sent him barreling off the cliffside. He buried his hips and unloaded in Ellie, shooting what felt like a pint of cum inside her.

      As he came, Jenna suddenly locked her arms around his shoulders and kissed him passionately, dueling tongues as he continued to spurt cum. It was the most incredible sexual experience of his life, made better by the sight of his cum leaking from Ellie’s body once he withdrew.

      Ellie’s body was still heaving as a result of her second orgasm. “Oh my god, it’s official. It’s definitely official. You’re my favorite people ever.”

      Jenna started to laugh. “That was really hot. And it makes me want to do it again. I liked watching the whole thing but I’m looking forward to being the center of attention next time. Maybe switching roles here.”

      “Switch all you want,” added a breathless Ellie. “I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to stop now that we’ve done this once.” She then turned to look at Alex. “Think you can go again?”

      Alex let out a playful sigh. “If I must, if I must.”

      The girls could only laugh in return.
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      “Full house,” said Ross, laying down his cards on the table.

      Serrano growled aloud as he laid his hand down too. It wasn’t going to beat a full house and that meant he lost this round.

      “Lucky son of a bitch,” grumbled Serrano as he reached over for his beer. In the process, he knocked it over, sending it crashing to the floor.

      “Daniela!” barked Serrano, calling for his landing-partner from the Racine. “Clean up this beer right now!”

      “Yes, sir,” replied Daniela, who rushed into the room to carry out her orders.

      “You seem to have Daniela well-trained these days,” noted Ross, tossing another card down on the table. “I’ve never seen a bitch spring into action so fast.”

      Serrano smirked at him. “She knows her place here. And she’s not smart enough to try to get out of it. I’ve never met a more naive woman in my life.”

      “What about Belladonna? She’s pretty different from Daniela. Why doesn’t she get the same treatment?”

      “Belladonna’s not like that,” replied Serrano, shaking his head. “Belladonna has a brain, and I find that she’s just as intelligent as I am. Besides, she has power here. As long as she sits on the Council, I want her on my side.”

      “But you sit on the Council too,” said Ross. “That means you have the same amount of power.”

      “No shit, Ross. But our voting block is what keeps us in control. And as long as I’m in control, I get what I want.”

      Ross grunted and said no more. They continued to play cards for another ten minutes or so before Belladonna stuck her head in the door. She glared at Ross (they didn’t get along) before coming to Serrano’s side.

      “Coming to bed soon, baby?”

      Serrano leaned up and kissed her. “One more round.”

      Belladonna looked happy and closed the door, leaving them alone. As soon as she was gone, Ross put his cards down and put his hands against his head.

      “Man, she’s got you whipped,” said Ross. “I never thought I’d see the day that some bitch was telling you what time to go to bed.”

      Serrano growled at him and kicked him under the table. “I’m not whipped! This is all part of my plan, dumbass! I told you I’m not staying in Vesta any longer than I have to. One way or another, we’re getting to fucking Dangallu. In order for me to do that, I have to play the long game in regards to Belladonna.”

      “Fuck the long game! Show her who’s boss!”

      Serrano shook his head. “That wouldn’t do anyone any good. I told you that she’s not Daniela. She’d have me exiled before the sun came up. Besides, I need her.”

      “I still don’t like it, Serrano. It makes you look weak. It makes all of us look weak by extension.”

      “Then don’t fucking look at it,” snapped Serrano. “Don’t even mention it. Accept the fact that the boss knows more than you do on this one and shut your fucking mouth.”

      Ross grunted and stayed quiet for a few moments.

      “Can you at least tell me your plan?” he asked. “So I know what you’re working toward. I’d feel better about this if I knew what the hell was going on.”

      Serrano looked behind him to make sure the door was really shut. “All right, you really want to know? Here’s what’s going down. My whole master plan for getting off of Vesta.”

      Ross listened for several minutes while Serrano explained it all. By the time he was done, he could only say one thing.

      “Holy fucking shit, Serrano. That’s fucking genius.”
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      “You little slut, I can’t believe you didn’t tell me you two slept together,” said Annette, hitting Ellie on the arm. “You tell me everything! Why didn’t you tell me that?”

      It was the following day and Alex had joined both Annette and Ellie for his very first Slogger match. It was part of the deal he made with Annette to teach her swimming, even though she let slip that she’d actually done it before. Even still, he wanted to learn Vesta’s favorite game, and today was the perfect opportunity to do so.

      Slogger was an interesting game that reminded Alex heavily of disc golf. The only noticeable change was that the Vestan version had hoops that were set up between the thrower and target, and you had to make it through the hoops in order to get extra points. That brought an entirely new dimension to the game, but the more leisurely pace of play allowed them plenty of time to talk.

      Sure enough, Annette picked up on the change in Ellie’s disposition, and she quickly guessed what had happened between them and Jenna.

      Ellie actually managed to look embarrassed. “I’m sorry, Alex. I didn’t mean to tell her but she knows me better than anyone. It just happened.”

      Alex started to laugh. “It’s okay, I guess. I don’t think Jenna would care either.”

      Annette pursed her lips. “I’m feeling left out now. Is there room for another?”

      Alex gave her a funny look. “You’ll have to check with Jenna, remember? She calls the shots.”

      “And she does so much more than that,” said Ellie, still grinning.

      Annette managed to look so jealous as she scored on the next run. “You really struck the mother load here, Ellie.”

      “Actually, I think that’s more applicable to Alex.”

      “Guilty as charged,” joked Alex.

      “So let’s say I was being serious,” said Annette finally, more than midway through the match. “About joining you for some fun. Is it really as simple as talking to Jenna?”

      Alex gave Ellie a look before turning toward Annette. “It really could be. Are you being serious?”

      Annette smiled. “I am. Maybe I’ll have to talk before the end of the day.”

      “Why don’t you let me do it?” suggested Alex. “No reason to make it awkward on your part, right? Besides, it’s a road that Jenna and I have been down before.”

      Annette pursed her lips. “Just make sure you put in a good word for me. Let her know I’m really interested!”

      “Don’t worry about that,” replied Alex, chuckling. “I don’t think it will be that hard of a sell to get Jenna interested.”
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      “You really think these are going to work, sir? They seem a little . . . small?”

      Alex chuckled a little as he placed one of Vitale’s sensors on the upper rim near the mining biosphere. Lt. Rob Decklan was the one helping him while they were guarded by the rest of his squad.

      “They might be small but the important part is that they work,” replied Alex. “And I’ve seen Vitale demonstrate it enough times to know they work.”

      “So you’re saying that if I jump on this thing a few times, it will give us an early warning to an approaching Jargar?”

      “That’s the idea,” replied Alex. “And what makes it better for us is the geography of the rim. There are five channels that the Jargars can come down into the bowl which is why we have five sensors. We place a sensor in each channel and now we have our warning system. This is going to give us as many as five seconds back that we didn’t have before. That’s more than enough time to kill those bastards.”

      “Or we could just have you out here full-time,” joked Rob. “You seem to have no problem getting the job done.”

      Alex elbowed him in the ribs. “I like to sleep too, Lieutenant. And it’s about time someone else got on the scoreboard for once.”

      Rob chuckled at that and they were soon moving on to place the rest of the sensors. By the time all five had been placed, it was time for Rob’s squad to head back to the city. They were being replaced by Rick’s squad which was presently filled with some new recruits that had just enlisted.

      Once inside the biosphere, Rick presented his squad for Alex’s inspection.

      “Okay, I want everyone to listen closely,” said Alex, addressing the whole group. “I realize many of you are new to the VDF ranks. For some of you, this might be your first patrol. All I ask of you today is that you remember your training. You were accepted into the VDF for a reason—because of your superior skill set and your willingness to defend your homes. I know none of you will let me down today.”

      Alex was very confident in this group because he’d trained most of them. All but one had attended his rifle training classes, and they eagerly enlisted once he gave them the opportunity.

      “Now, there’s some new technology up there that’s designed to give you an extra warning if a Jargar is in the area,” said Alex, taking a few minutes to explain how the technology worked. “If there’s a Jargar on the upper rim, you’re going to hear the siren down below. The siren that goes off is rigged to align with the sensor that’s closest to it on the rim. In short terms, you see the closest siren going off, you better get ready to shoot because the Jargar is coming. Any questions on that?”

      There were a few predictable questions but the new recruits seemed anxious to test out the warning system. As much as Alex was thankful for having it, he wished they didn’t have to test it out at all.

      “All right, get to your positions,” said Alex as he wrapped up. “And good luck out there.”
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      Alex had mixed thoughts as his rover made its way back to the city. Though the sensors should add to the strength of their defense, they were still untested in combat yet. And he was putting a lot of lives at risk to test them out. It was a daunting position, and one he didn’t exactly envy, but it had to be done.

      At least for now he had a distraction. Vitale had sent him a message on his P-com shortly after getting back to the city and he was on his way to see what was up. At first, Alex suspected it was about the cost of the sensors but when he entered the laboratory a short time later, he found that Vitale wasn’t alone. A lovely woman was sitting on the desk next to him when Alex walked in—a woman who wasn’t Tabby or Tammy.

      And as soon as she saw Alex, she bolted off the table and ran into his arms.

      “Alex, you’re back! Oh my god, I’ve missed you so, so much!” she yelled, peppering his face with kisses.

      Temporarily thunderstruck, Alex looked at the woman and then back at Vitale. “Vitale, what’s going on? Who is this?”

      As usual, the mad scientist of Vesta could only grin back at him. “You don’t recognize her? That’s Kristina! Or rather, Kristina 2.0. She’s finally ready for you!”

      Alex’s mouth fell open as his eyes fell on Kristina again. Suddenly, it all made sense.

      Vitale had recreated his Womb’an.

      Kristina elbowed him in the ribs playfully. “You don’t even recognize me? I’m going to give you a serious hard time for this, Alex! You know, some women would consider that grounds for punishment! Or at least sleeping on the couch for a while.”

      Kristina followed that statement with the most adorable giggle, which only served to confuse Alex more.

      “She seems so . . . lifelike,” said Alex to Vitale. “With the first version, it was still obvious she was an android but this one seems so much more real.”

      Vitale bowed dramatically. “A job well done by yours truly! She’s one of the best I’ve ever made, on par with both Tammy and Tabby. Her physical structure is still that of a Womb’an so her body is built for sexual liaisons but I’ve given her a totally new software upgrade that I call the ‘personality package.’ In effect, there’s very little that would distinguish her from a real human female.”

      Kristina looked over at Vitale. “Don’t forget to tell him the upgrades you made to my cerebrum!”

      Vitale smacked his forehead. “Ah, yes! Before I forget, Kristina is much more than just a surrogate and helper. She’s also going to be a source of unlimited information. You see, I took the liberty of infusing her with various textbooks, online records, encyclopedias, as well as a healthy dose of popular culture in the form of music, movies, and books. In short, I think you’ll find her an incredibly well-rounded individual that would suit your tastes impeccably.”

      “Isn’t that great?” asked Kristina, kissing his cheek again. “You’ll never be able to tell the difference between me and a real woman.”

      Alex could still only gawk in wonder. “That’s amazing, Vitale. I had to admit when you told me you could bring her back, I was skeptical. But this seems almost too good to be true.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t say that exactly,” replied Vitale. “She’s still an android, so you’re still going to have to let her have some down time connected to the grid at times, mostly during the overnight hours. I can’t promise that she won’t occasionally say something stupid either. The conversational mapping sometimes goes down some very strange paths to say the least.”

      Kristina crossed her arms in front of her perky breasts. “I’m only as good as my creator, Vitale. So any of my faults are also yours. Just keep that in mind.”

      “See what I mean?” asked Vitale. “She gets mouthy from time to time.”

      After receiving a dark glare from Kristina, Vitale looked at Alex one more time. “So what do you think? Worth the wait?”

      “Very much so,” replied Alex. “What do I owe you for her? This had to have cost a small fortune.”

      Vitale waved his hand dismissively. “I’m not going to take your money.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because I don’t consider it necessary, Alex. You’ve already come into Vesta and made quite the splash. Commander of the VDF. Council member. What’s most important is that it seems like you actually care about turning this place around. Consider this just a favor between friends.”

      “That’s one expensive favor though, Vitale. I can’t imagine what it cost to make her.”

      “It was negligible, trust me. If you really feel the need to pay me back, then stop the Jargar attacks. If anyone can do it, I’m sure you’re the man that will. Stop the Jargar attacks and I’ll consider us even.”

      Alex let out a low whistle. “That’s a tall order though. I think we’re closer than we’ve ever been thanks to your sensors but stopping them completely is something different entirely.”

      “I know but one step at a time, right?”

      Vitale was about to say something else when Tabby poked her head in from the other room.

      “I need you, sugarplum. Can you come here for a moment?”

      Alex raised an eyebrow. “Sugarplum?”

      Vitale managed to turn completely red. “Must be one of those dialogue tree malfunctions. I swear I never programmed that into her—”

      Tabby interrupted them. “You let me call you sugarplum all the time. In fact, he quite enjoys it when I call him that.”

      “Okay, that’s quite enough, Tabby,” said Vitale, rushing to close the distance between them. “Alex, I’ll have to catch you another time! Hope you enjoy your new friend!”

      Just like that, Alex was alone with Kristina. She smiled at him when his eyes settled on her and she wasted no time in taking his hand. “It’s so great to see you again, Alex. I really missed our time on the Racine.”

      Alex raised an eyebrow. “You remember everything we did on the Racine?”

      She nodded her head. “But of course! Vitale pulled my memories that were uploaded into the servers of Inspiration Technologies. So I very much remember what we did that first night in your cabin. Honestly, it was kind of sweet, Alex. Not many men treat the Womb’ans so well.”

      Alex remembered the message and the fact he barely got to know the first version before she died. But this Kristina was entirely different. She was like a real person.

      Kristina put her finger against his chest. “But this time around, things are going to be different.”

      “Different?” asked Alex. “What do you mean by that?”

      Kristina started to smile. “I just mean if you expect me to throw myself at you, you’re going to have to buy me dinner first, mister. Unless, of course, I have a fertile egg in me from a donor and we’re fulfilling my primary mandate.”

      Alex could barely hold in the laugh. “You’re a lot more adorable like this, Kristina. I’m already liking Kristina 2.0.”

      She winked at him. “So what you’re saying is that we should get a move on with getting that dinner?”

      Alex let out a long sigh. “I suppose so. You’re probably the only woman I can mingle with these days that won’t get me in trouble. So sure, let’s go get something to eat. Just as long as you don’t call me sugarplum.”

      Kristina giggled. “I’ll remove that term from my speech processes. You should see what else she calls him. Some pretty risqué stuff.”

      Alex groaned. “I don’t even want to know.”
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      A little more than a week after the installation of the seismograph sensors, Vesta had yet to record one official Jargar attack. Before the sensors, one person was dying every other day but so far it had been nine days in total, and the early warning system was working as designed.

      Alex’s guess that it would give seconds back to the defenders of the mining biosphere proved to be accurate when on the fifth day after installation, the alarm went off and warning shots were fired at the rim. A Jargar was spotted but it didn’t descend into the bowl as it normally would—a victory in its own right.

      The problem was that there were still too few sensors. And while Vitale was still creating them, Alex had no budget to pay for them. And there was still a lot of terrain between the mining biosphere and the rest of the city.

      That was why Alex wasn’t surprised to hear that someone had been attacked on the road, where there were no sensors. A veteran VDF member had been carried off and killed before the rest of his comrades even knew what happened.

      No sooner than an hour after the attack, Alex was called to task by a meeting of the Council.

      “Councilor Hawthorne, if you cannot keep our people safe, then perhaps we need to promote someone else to the commander position,” railed Belladonna, looking down at him from her high horse. “This latest attack is inexcusable!”

      “And what exactly makes it inexcusable?” asked Annette. “Did we not have Jargar attacks with the last commander as well?”

      Belladonna huffed. “The last commander didn’t promise to stop the Jargar attacks, did he, Annette? Councilor Hawthorne has vowed an end to the terror and that’s not manifesting.”

      Annette snorted. “He’s been in charge of the VDF for only three weeks, Belladonna. And in that time, he’s already put into place several changes for the better.”

      “And yet, our people are still dying!” snapped Belladonna before she pointed her finger at Alex. “If you can’t control it, then I will put someone in there who will!”

      “You forget where the attack occurred,” replied Alex, already feeling his anger rise. “There have been no attacks at the mining biosphere, where we were able to install the seismograph sensors. So far, those sensors have proven to be very valuable to us. If you would allow me the budget to purchase more of them to line the road to the mining biosphere, we could prevent any future—”

      Belladonna waved her hands, interrupting him. “Nice try, Councilor Hawthorne. But I will not be manipulated into allowing you any more unnecessary funds. The only thing, and I repeat the only thing, that will get you more money is results.”

      Annette shook her head. “He can’t give you any further results without more sensors, Belladonna. And you know that.”

      “Not my problem, Annette,” replied Belladonna. “He’s the commander. He can figure it out.”

      Annette stood up and planted her hands on the desk. “What’s your problem? You weren’t nearly as hard on Rooney as you are on Alex. You’re letting your personal feelings get in the way of professionalism.”

      Belladonna scoffed. “How preposterous for you to even suggest that! I like Councilor Hawthorne just as much as the rest of my fellow councilor members.”

      That statement even earned a snort from Serrano, which caused Belladonna to glare at him.

      “Are we done here?” asked Cassara. “I’ve already made the arrangements for the funeral and have alerted the family. Unless we’re taking action against Councilor Hawthorne, I don’t see anything further for us to do.”

      Alex wasn’t done yet though. He felt the death of the latest man on his hands, and he knew that only more sensors would help them.

      “I have to request again more budget for the VDF,” said Alex, feeling like a broken record. “Today could have been prevented with the right technology. And it’s not even technology that we don’t have. We just need a way to pay for it.”

      “Denied,” quipped Belladonna just as quickly as he finished speaking. “And I will ask my esteemed co-councilors to weigh in as well.”

      “Denied as well,” replied an uninterested Cassara.

      Serrano actually turned to look at him. “Looks like you’re shit out of luck, Hawthorne. Better find some cheaper toys to play with.”

      Alex was ready to spit nails. He glared at Cassara. “I hope you told that to the family then. ‘Sorry, we could have saved him but we didn’t want to spend the money.’ I hope you told them the truth.”

      “Commander Rooney was never this disrespectful,” muttered Belladonna. “If only Rooney had better people, he might still be alive today.”

      After the meeting, Alex unloaded on Annette.

      “Those jackasses are going to get all of us killed!” he raged as they walked away from the council meeting room. “This isn’t only negligence, it’s willful ignorance! They don’t give a shit how many people die as long as they can still keep the mines going while they line their own pockets!”

      “I’m sorry, Alex,” admitted Annette. “I told you things were pretty messed up here. With us being in the minority too, it just means we get a front-row seat to their madness.”

      Alex let out a deep sigh as he resisted the urge to start throwing things. “What can we do, Annette? Seriously, we have to get power out of their hands. Vesta won’t last much longer if we don’t take action.”

      “I wish I knew how, I really do,” she replied. “Elections are held every year though. We still have a long way to go before we can think about changing the makeup of the Council.”

      Alex nodded glumly and stayed quiet for a few moments. When he started to speak again, he was much more calm.

      “We’re walking on a tightrope, Annette. Sooner or later, we’re going to lose our balance. I don’t think those fools in that room have any idea of how close we are to falling into the abyss.”
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      Two days after his last Council meeting, Alex received the news he’d been waiting for since he arrived at Vesta. It occurred while he was working in his office in Biosphere Five, and the transmission came from Hans who was currently stationed at the mining biosphere.

      “Sir, how soon can you get up here?” asked Hans, the man’s beaming grin easily visible from his hologram.

      “Why, what happened, Hans?” asked Alex. “The Jargars finally surrender and decide to go home?”

      “Not quite but it’s the next best thing,” replied Hans. “We got two of them. Killed before they came down from the upper rim. Can you believe it, sir? We got two of the bastards!”

      Not much longer after hearing that, Alex was in a rover as it sped across the plain to the foothills. He found the VDF forces as well as several of the miners, in a state of celebration once he got to the biosphere.

      It wasn’t hard to see why. The bodies of the two Jargars had been strung up to show off the kill. All around them, the VDF celebrated, not having taken out a Jargar at long range in quite some time.

      “It was all due to the warning system,” explained a joyous Hans to Alex. “The siren went off and they just started shooting at the rim. No sooner had the first shots got out then they struck the Jargars who were already barreling over the side. They were dead by the time their bodies hit the bottom. You were entirely right, sir. We got seconds back that we didn’t have before and that was all the difference we needed!”

      “Job well done,” replied Alex with some excitement. “Who were the men that killed them? I want to shake their hands personally.”

      The two men, long-term Vestans who’d spent their entire lives there, beamed with proud grins as Alex congratulated them.

      “We couldn’t let you be the only Vestan who’s killed a Jargar,” said one of them to Alex, ribbing his commander.

      “No, I agree,” replied Alex. “In fact, the whole city needs to see this so we can celebrate it. Let’s bring the bodies back and let them know what happened.”

      As it turned out, nearly the entire city came out to celebrate the killing of the two Jargars. It was the biggest celebration that Alex had seen yet, driven by an optimism that perhaps the colony could get back on the right track. The two VDF soldiers that did the deed were soon hoisted up on the shoulders of the crowd and praised for their good shooting. Even as the commander, Alex took in his fair share of praise for setting up the sensors.

      “There’s still a lot of work that can be done,” said Alex after he was asked to comment. “But those two soldiers just proved that Vesta can defend herself against the Jargars. As long as we can continue to provide them with the right tools to do the job, there’s no reason why we can’t stop the attacks permanently.”

      Of course, that was carried off as a sound bite that made its way through the colony’s feed network by that evening. Someone managed to connect the dots and soon questions were being asked about just what Alex meant by the right tools for the job.

      “Wait until our next Council meeting,” said Annette, laughing while they spoke through their P-coms. “Belladonna is going to be livid about that little sound bite. I can’t wait to hear her start off the meeting with ‘How dare you, Councilor Hawthorne?’”

      Alex chuckled at her impression. “That’s really spot-on, Annette. Maybe you’ve been spending too much time hanging out with Belladonna that she’s starting to rub off on you.”

      “Eck, I think that’s better said of Serrano,” she corrected. “I’m sure he has a lot of experience with Belladonna rubbing off on him.”

      “What a disturbing visual,” replied Alex. “I could do with never having that thought ever again.”

      “You and me both! By the way, have you talked with Jenna yet?”

      “Funny you should mention that,” said Alex.
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      “Are you sure Jenna is okay with this?” asked Annette as they made their way to Alex’s housing unit. “I don’t want to cause any trouble.”

      “Trust me on this,” replied Alex. “Jenna can be a very open-minded type of woman. This was mostly her idea.”

      “Now that’s intriguing,” said Annette, letting out a nervous laugh. “Does she know I’m coming by the way?”

      Her question was answered as soon as Alex opened the door. Both Ellie and Jenna were there waiting, each of them wearing sultry smiles as soon as they saw Alex and Annette.

      “Guess that answers my question,” muttered Annette.

      “Welcome, cousin,” greeted Ellie. “Hope you’re ready for a fun evening.”

      “A very fun evening,” added Jenna as the two women started to circle around Annette.

      “Why do I feel like a guppy that’s being surrounded by two sharks?” joked Annette.

      “Well, because you kind of are,” teased Alex.

      “No more talking,” said Jenna as she looked at Annette. “I believe our friend here is a little overdressed. Ellie, will you help me do the honors?”

      “I thought you’d never ask, Jenna.”

      With those words, the two women started to undress Annette, taking time to move down her body slowly but deliberately. Alex watched with intense interest, loving how each new part of her was exposed. His eye bulged as he drank in the sight of Annette’s smooth, creamy body. What he loved most about Annette was the contrast—he loved seeing her pale, milky skin against the backdrop of her flaming red hair.

      Annette also had the most curves when compared to the other women. Her body was like a winding trail that Alex was desperate to take his time on, exploring all the sights and sounds. More than anything, he just wanted to get his hands on the perfection in front of him.

      “I love how you look at me, Alex,” said Annette while using her arms to push her tits out. “I’m glad we were able to make this happen.”

      “Me too. I wouldn’t miss this for the world,” muttered Alex, still enjoying the sight of her body.

      Annette forced a pout to her face as she started walking closer to him. “There’s only one little problem, Alex.”

      “What kind of problem? I have no problem?”

      Annette didn’t stop until the tips of her erect nipples brushed against his chest. “I see a big problem, Alex. It’s the fact that you’re still dressed.”

      Jenna giggled. “She makes a great point, Alex.”

      “That she does,” agreed Ellie.”

      “Here, let me help you with that,” said Annette.

      Her hands were already working on his pants and his belt. Annette didn’t break eye contact as she deftly removed the buttons and pushed them down his legs. He was so ready for her that his cock sprung up in anticipation, rubbing against Annette’s bare thigh.

      “Much better,” she purred as her hand wrapped around his pulsating shaft. “Here, let me help you with this too.”

      With those words, Annette sank to her knees and quickly engulfed his cock within the confines of her mouth.

      “Holy shit,” muttered Alex as he looked down, seeing her flaming curls, hazel eyes, and bulging cheeks. “You’re not wasting any time.”

      “She’s a professional,” joked Ellie. “All business, that one.”

      Annette pulled him out of her mouth for a moment. “The quicker that I get him ready, the sooner that he can fill my tight pussy. And I’m aching to be full again.”

      Alex bit his lip. Annette was just one of those women that could say anything and make it sexy. She could go through the list of contacts on her P-com and he’d probably be hard by the time she reached the Fs.

      Speaking of Fs, he only had one thing on his mind now, and that was getting Annette on his bed. Alex tried to move closer to the bedroom, but she stopped him.

      “Losing your patience now too?” she asked with a grin.

      “Fucking right,” he growled. “I want you now. Right fucking now, Annette.”

      “You can take me once I manage to deepthroat you,” she said, her lips once more wrapping around his cock.

      That was a trade-off he could live with. Alex leaned back against the door as Annette went to work, sliding further down his cock than before. He didn’t know how she did it, as he had to be hitting her tonsils at this pace but she kept taking more. Annette was gurgling around his shaft and there were tears in her eyes but she was determined to get there.

      Finally, her lips kissed the base of his manhood before she pulled all the way back, leaving beads of saliva behind.

      “Fuck, that’s one big cock,” said Annette, giving him several strokes. “You’re going to split me open when you put this in my pussy.”

      “Something tells me you won’t mind one bit.”

      Annette grinned. “Can we go to the bedroom now?”

      “I thought she’d never ask,” said Ellie, who was now rubbing herself outside her clothes.

      Annette laughed when Alex immediately scooped her into his arms and marched to the bedroom, cock pointing the way. Ellie and Jenna followed just behind them, crawling onto the bed once Alex safely deposited her on the mattress. There was also another newcomer in the form of Kristina.

      “Hope you don’t mind Kristina too,” Jenna said to Annette. “We just got her back.”

      “The more the merrier,” purred Annette. “But why am I the only one that’s naked?”

      Ellie laughed. “Guess we’ll have to fix that, won’t we?”

      Jenna, Ellie, and even Kristina wasted no time in correcting that problem. Alex didn’t think he could possibly get any harder than when he saw all four of them naked for the first time together. Their bodies were like works of art, different but equally gorgeous in their own way. And he couldn’t wait for the night to really begin.

      Ellie was the first to hug him, pressing her full breasts against his hairy chest. “I want you to do the same thing to her as you did to me. Let me watch you fuck my best friend, okay?”

      She kissed him before falling away, only to be replaced by Jenna. At that moment, Alex was amazed at how far they’d come, especially as Jenna rubbed her body against his.

      “Make her really happy?” asked Jenna. “Fuck her as good as you fuck me?”

      Alex kissed her in response, and she couldn’t help but give his cock several strokes before she pulled away.

      The last woman was another new arrival. Kristina fell into his arms and kissed him passionately, which made him marvel at how it was virtually indistinguishable from a real woman.

      “Don’t worry about Ellie and Jenna,” said Kristina with a sly grin. “I’ll take care of them while you take care of Annette.”

      Alex’s cock lurched. “Now that’s something I’d really like to see.”

      She answered him by licking her lips and falling away. Alex looked down at Annette to see that her legs were fully spread open. She had a small patch of red hair just above her sex, and judging by the way the lips glistened, she was more than ready to get started.

      “Please take me,” begged Annette. “I need it, Alex. I need it so fucking bad.”

      The other three women crowded around to watch as Alex placed the tip of his cock against Annette’s quim. Most fittingly, it was Jenna that did the honors by placing some saliva against his shaft.

      “There you go, love,” she said, smiling as if he was about to penetrate her and not someone else.

      Ellie took over from there, holding his shaft and guiding him home.

      “Oh, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck yes,” moaned Annette as he slipped inside. Her entire body shuddered before he had more than a few centimeters inside.

      “How does that feel?” Ellie asked Annette.

      Annette purred. “The best fucking thing ever. More, more, more!”

      Alex wanted more too. Her body was like liquid fire as he dipped inside, feeding her more of his cock. It was made even better once Annette’s heels wrapped around his waist, putting pressure against his ass and pulling him deeper inside.

      Annette’s hands went to her tits, cupping them for his enjoyment. “Was it worth the wait, Alex? Do you like being inside my pussy?”

      “You feel incredible,” he said. “It’s taking all I have not to cum right now.”

      Annette grinned at him. “Just make sure if you do cum, that you don’t pull out. I want to feel you spurting inside me.”

      Alex’s cock lurched again, making it all the more difficult to control himself. He managed to pull himself back from the brink though, wanting to give Annette a ride she wouldn’t soon forget. His hips started to piston, creating a steady but slow rhythm.

      “Harder,” begged Annette as she squeezed her nipples. “Don’t hold back. Give me everything you’ve got.”

      Alex surprised her by immediately picking up the pace and slamming into her. Annette let out the sexiest moan he’d ever heard in response.

      “Oh, shit, you just made me cum!” yelled Annette as she arched her back. “Keep going please!”

      Annette’s body continued to respond to the fast and furious pace. His cock had to have been hitting just the right spot inside as it was like she launched into one stream of continuous orgasms, one right after another. She even lost control of her mouth too, not being able to form words in favor of drawn-out moans.

      “Mmmmmmh! Ohhhhh!” moaned Annette over and over.

      If that wasn’t hot enough, the other three women were soon occupied in a game of their own on the other side of the bed. Alex watched as Kristina kept her promise to him, forming a rough half-circle with their three bodies.

      Jenna was at the head of the circle. She was laying on her back, her legs spread wide. Between them was none other than Ellie, her lips glued to her pussy. Ellie wasn’t just giving either. Kristina was between her legs, giving Ellie the same treatment that was being given to Jenna. Together, the girls were like one long serpent, combining their three bodies into one.

      Alex didn’t know where to look at times. Watching all three of them together was an intoxicating sight, especially whenever Ellie or Jenna orgasmed but then again, seeing Annette lose control as a result of his thrusting was an incredible sight too.

      “Keep licking right there. Right there please,” moaned Jenna, holding the back of Ellie’s head against his pussy. “Oh fuck, just like that. You’re going to make me cum again.”

      Alex looked back at Annette to watch her tits bouncing with his thrusts. Her entire upper chest was now a bright red, evidence of her heat and extreme arousal. Her words had long ago turned to babble but every once in a while, she managed to get out something comprehensible.

      “Gonna cum . . . Mmmmmmh, oh my god . . . oh shit, Alex, fill me . . . fill my pussy please,” she moaned.

      Alex was barely able to hold back as well. The idea of shooting his entire seed so deep inside Annette had him seeing stars. His hips were slamming into hers, making the sound echo across the room until it was joined by the sounds of three women moaning in unison.

      Finally, Alex could hold back no longer. He buried himself in Annette as he started firing, which triggered her last orgasm.

      “Fill me!” she begged. “Fucking knock me up, god, I want it so bad!”

      Annette’s mouth dropped open as she squirmed in bed. To their right, Jenna had one more orgasm courtesy of Ellie’s talented tongue before scooting away, not being able to handle it any further.

      The last one to cum was Ellie. When Kristina pulled away from her shuddering thighs, her chin was coated in juices.

      Ellie said it the best when she spoke up. “Best slumber party ever.”

      Annette started to laugh. “I’m throwing away my vibrator. It can never compete with that. I missed sex so much. I feel like a cream-filled donut—completely stuffed.”

      To Alex’s surprise, Kristina came closer to inspect the situation. “It does appear that he gave you a bigger load than usual. Let me help clean you up.”

      She then proceeded to lap Alex’s cum out of Annette’s pussy, not stopping until she captured a good bit of it on her tongue. Kristina then crawled forward until she reached Annette’s face and kissed her, not stopping until she deposited their shared juices into her mouth.

      “That’s so kinky but I love watching it,” said Jenna from the side.

      Annette’s eyes were blazing with fire when she looked at Alex again. “We taste so sweet. Delectable is the best word to describe it.”

      “So what you’re saying is that you’re ready to go again?” asked Alex.

      Annette spread her legs even wider. It was all the response he needed.

      “I think this is the beginning of a beautiful arrangement,” said Jenna, as she helped to push Alex back inside Annette.
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      The next evening, Alex received a surprise call from Vitale while he was wrapping up business in his VDF office. It was already close enough to the end of the day that he could put an end to his work and gather his things. As he walked out of his office, he found Kristina sitting just outside at her own desk.

      The beautiful android looked up at him with innocent eyes. “Is it time for us to go home already?”

      “Already?” asked Alex, chuckling. “It’s been the longest day ever. I was ready for this day to end hours ago.”

      Kristina let out a smile. “I guess I’ve just been getting caught up in the work that I forget how much time has passed. I find this stuff incredibly interesting.”

      Alex was grateful that was the case. He had decided a few days ago to put Kristina to work as his unofficial deputy with the VDF. Since being in command always meant doing a mountain of paperwork, Kristina was the one that helped him get through it with the least amount of time investment. She was also the one that designed the current rotational schedule, putting her immense computing power to work to come up with something that was equally fair for everyone.

      In short, she was a great deputy and Alex found himself using her more and more for his command.

      “At least someone finds mountains of paperwork interesting,” joked Alex. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

      Turning off the lights in the VDF headquarters, Alex and Kristina made their way to Vitale’s lab, finding the mad scientist of Vesta working on another Womb’an. The cranial compartment was open and he looked to be soldering something to the inner components.

      “Ah, there you are, Alex,” said Vitale, putting the solder down. He turned to look at Kristina. “Kristina, still as lovely as ever.”

      “Careful, Vitale,” warned a playful Kristina. “We don’t want Tabby or Tammy to get jealous now, do we?”

      “Absolutely not, that’s why it’s our little secret,” replied Vitale, winking at her. He then turned to Alex. “Isn’t she magnificent? My greatest creation!”

      “She’s definitely impressive all right,” replied Alex. “A total upgrade from what I had before, with the original Womb’an package. I use her to help me with the VDF, and she does the job spectacularly. Of course, it also manages to piss off Belladonna in the process.”

      Vitale rolled his eyes. “What is that witch pissed about now?”

      “She doesn’t have a high opinion of you and your ‘creations,’” joked Alex. “The last word I heard her use was ‘tasteless.’ Frankly, I really enjoy throwing it in her face too, especially the fact that Kristina is a woman. Her being technically an android is how I get around the woman ban in the VDF.”

      Vitale started to laugh. “Anything that pisses off Belladonna is A-Okay in my book. Can you believe that woman tried to get my lab shut down? She claimed I was a public nuisance and that this space could be better used to house a theater for all the Vestans. Like we don’t have enough space to put a theater.”

      “Sounds like the Belladonna we all know and hate,” replied Alex.

      Vitale nodded his head. “Truly. But hey, get this. So I have another order for a Womb’an just like Kristina. This one is from a paying customer!”

      Alex arched an eyebrow. “How did that happen?”

      “Someone saw Kristina and came to my lab to inquire about it,” replied Vitale. “A nice guy, someone who’s been a colonist here for a long time. One of the very few that’s not married. I showed him Tabby and let him interact with her for a bit and he was hooked. He’s paying for his own Womb’an with the personality package I created. Can you believe that? It’s a financial windfall for me! And it’s not going to take too much to make, and that’s what I’m working on right now.”

      Alex looked down at the Womb’an on the workbench. “That’s pretty cool, Vitale. Have you ever thought about monetizing it any further?”

      “Like more Womb’ans? With the personality package?”

      “Yeah, but they wouldn’t be Womb’ans any longer,” replied Alex. “They’d be whatever you wanted to call them. Think about how popular the Womb’ans are now that they’re brand new technology and your upgrade makes them even better. This could be the start of a business for you, Vitale. You could make some serious money on it.”

      Vitale started to rub his chin. “Interesting. Very interesting, Alex. I could turn this into a business. Of course, I’d need more Womb’an bodies but those can be ordered and they can come in with the quarterly trade ships. Hmm, that’s an idea worth exploring!”

      Alex chuckled. “Glad I could give you some food for thought.”

      “That you did! Some very tasty food at that. I’ll keep you posted on what happens with it. Anyway, what’s up? Your message didn’t say why you wanted to meet. What’s going on?”

      Alex took a deep breath. “About that, I was hoping to ask you for another favor. And I know it’s not going to be an easy one to grant but I’m out of options.”

      “Well, if it’s in my power, I can make it happen, Alex. What’s it for?”

      “The sensors,” said Alex quietly. “I need more of them. A lot more and I can’t pay for them.”

      Vitale winced at the end of the request. “That’s the biggest problem I have though, Alex. I can’t pay for the raw materials to make these anymore. I need funding to do this. The first five were one matter but what you’re asking for is hundreds of these sensors. I can’t be that far out of pocket.”

      “I understand completely,” replied Alex. “And I’m not asking you to work for free. I’m just hoping we can come to some kind of arrangement to get them before I have the credits available to pay for them. I want to offer you my salary as a councilor and as the head of the VDF to pay for the sensors we need. At least until I can secure more traditional funding.”

      Vitale’s eyes went wide. “Your salary? But Alex, how are you going to live without it? You’re still new here so don’t take it the wrong way when I say you can’t exactly be swimming in money right now.”

      That was quite an understatement. Part of the deal with coming to Vesta was that the cost of his passage was born out of any taxed income he made while on the planet. Until the passage was paid off, Alex’s wages were garnered, much like the other colonists. It would take some time for all the new arrivals to earn enough to pay off that debt, meaning they were perpetually short on funds in the short term.

      “I have enough that I can survive on for now,” replied Alex. “Getting those sensors is more important than me though, Vitale. This is for the safety of Vesta. And I won’t be able to sleep at night knowing that I’m not doing everything possible to protect our people and the VDF assigned to guard them. So I have to think a little drastically now.”

      Vitale mulled the idea over for a few minutes before he responded. “I don’t like it that much, Alex. Your salary will only go so far. Maybe a couple dozen new units? But if you want more than that, we need another source of funding.”

      “I’m going to keep working on the Council to make that happen,” replied Alex. “It’s just that funds are so tight right now that I’m not making much headway. But I’ll take a couple dozen units over nothing.”

      Vitale kept thinking the idea over before he had an idea.

      “Okay, work with me on this,” said Vitale finally. “I’m not going to take your entire salary. You need something to live on too. Why don’t you keep the salary as commander of the VDF for now? I’ll purchase what materials I can based off of this new deal I just made for the Womb’an.”

      “But Vitale, that’s coming out of your own pocket. I’m not asking you to pay for this.”

      Vitale shook his head. “No, you’re not. And this isn’t a gift. Consider it more of a loan. Think of it as a layaway program. I’ll get you what you need right now as long as you’ll be good for the money in the future. I’ll do as much as I can with the resources and the funding that I currently have while you work on getting funding secured for the future.”

      Alex could barely contain himself. He rushed forward and embraced Vitale, patting his back heartily and making the mad scientist laugh.

      “I owe you big time, Vitale,” said Alex. “You don’t know what this means to me. Even if it saves one life, this will be worth it.”

      Vitale continued to chuckle. “This day keeps getting more interesting. I have a new business venture and become a loan shark in the process. I never thought my life would turn out this way!”

      “I will find a way to make sure you get paid for everything you make,” replied Alex. “You can count on that.”

      “I know you will, Alex. You’re one of the good ones. I have to admit when I heard that a colony ship of former convicts was coming to Vesta, I was very apprehensive about our prospects. But you’ve managed to change my perspective.”

      “I just hope I can keep delivering on that,” said Alex. “How soon do you think you can get me new units?”

      “If I put Tabby, Tammy, and myself on working on it, I can probably get you the first dozen in three days’ time. Does that work?”

      Alex couldn’t contain his grin. “You’re a real lifesaver, Vitale. You’re a damn hero.”

      Vitale turned a deep shade of red. “Well, shucks, it’s nothing, I suppose!”
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      The next morning wasn’t like all the others. Today was a big deal for Vesta, as a trading ship from Emporium had arrived first thing in the morning. This was an event that happened every quarter in Vesta, allowing them to purchase items from the rest of Alliance space.

      The ship settled down in the Vestan quad shortly after dawn, allowing all the merchants time to set up their wares and prepare for visitors.

      Alex and Jenna made their way to the Vestan quad shortly after breakfast. Trade ships from Emporium were all set up in a distinct manner. The people from that planet were traders above all else and their ships reflected their mindset. They were built to land on any planet, forming a marketplace that was easily accessible by foot traffic alone. The main doors opened, forming ramps that led the Vestans into the large, interior bay where stalls and booths of all kinds of merchants could be found. Not only did the ship double as a marketplace but a warehouse as well, storing the goods they would need for multiple stops throughout the galaxy.

      If there was one thing synonymous with the planet of Emporium, it was their trade ships.

      Alex and Jenna met Annette and Ellie near the entrance, and he wasn’t surprised when both women kissed him as soon as they closed the distance.

      “This is so weird for me,” joked Alex. “I feel like someone is going to yank the carpet out from under my feet at any time.”

      Ellie started to laugh. “Why is that? Because you’re now the luckiest guy in all of Vesta for being with us?”

      “Basically,” he answered. “I’m still trying to figure out if this is just a big dream or not. Maybe I’ll wake up to find I’ve actually been exiled after all.”

      “Or,” countered Annette. “You’ll find out just how great this dream can actually be.”

      She punctuated that statement with a very sultry look, making Alex’s pants feel just a little bit tighter.

      Annette was absolutely right. This dream had only just begun.

      “Are you two ready to explore the ship?” asked Ellie. “We just spotted a candy-maker that we need to stop by! They make the best candy in the entire galaxy.”

      “Not to mention, my pantry was depleted two weeks after the last ship left,” added Annette. “There’s also more treats on here as well, including Emporium sweet pies.”

      “What’s an Emporium sweet pie?” asked Jenna.

      Both Annette and Ellie closed their eyes at the same time. “Can’t even describe it. You have to taste one. They are simply incredible. Come on!”

      Sure enough, they weren’t joking. Alex and Jenna got their first sweet pie after having to wait in line with a group of about twenty other Vestans. Alex took a bite, and instantly felt the explosion of flavor in his mouth.

      “Oh my god, that is fucking amazing,” swore Alex, quickly taking another bite.

      “Told you,” said Ellie with a grin. “It’s probably a good thing these ships only come every three months. Otherwise, we’d all be fat from all the sweets.”

      The sweet pies only kicked off a full morning of shopping. Alex and the girls picked up groceries and sweets from far-off lands. In particular, Alex grabbed some new clothing from Alpha Prime, designed to replace the inferior material that was typical of Vestan garments. He picked up a great pair of boots as well, a sturdy pair that would replace his already worn Vestan ones.

      At one point, the girls even branched off, stopping by a women’s apparel shop and refusing to let Alex come inside.

      “We just want to purchase a few things that you can’t see yet,” said Jenna with a smile. “But you’ll get to see them much later if you catch my drift.”

      Alex definitely caught her drift. He was more than willing to occupy himself while they shopped, although the girls didn’t have to go all out for him. They would look sexy wearing burlap sacks.

      While the girls shopped, Alex ran into Vitale, who was currently haggling with another merchant.

      “Having any luck today, Vitale?” asked Alex, slipping right next to him.

      “Not yet,” grumbled Vitale as he waved off the merchant. “I’m trying to gauge interest in the modified Womb’ans I’ve made.”

      “The business venture we talked about?” asked Alex.

      Vitale nodded. “No buyers yet but I’m not giving up. I think you’re spot-on about this. It could make us a fortune if we just find the right buyer.”

      “It could make you a fortune,” corrected Alex with a laugh. “I had nothing to do with it.”

      Vitale pursed his lips. “Are you telling me you don’t want to be my partner in this venture?”

      “I’d be your partner, but I’m not bringing anything to the table,” noted Alex. “I don’t know why you’d want me.”

      Vitale nodded his head back and forth. “Maybe just a silent investor then? That’s technically accurate since I still have half your salary.”

      Alex chuckled. “That’s true. And hopefully someday, we can get you paid out of the state budget.”

      “I know my wallet will thank you when that day comes,” teased Vitale.

      At that point, the girls returned, all carrying bags of their own while Vitale set about trying to talk to another merchant. And while none of the girls would tell or show him what was in the bag, Alex had a suspicion that his dream was about to become much better.
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      Serrano

      “Five million credits? Are you fucking high?” snapped Serrano at the merchant. “I can get a ship for half that price back on Earth.”

      “We’re not on Earth, are we, friend?” quipped the merchant from Emporium. “Vesta is about as remote as you can get. And if you want a top-of-the-line spaceship, you’re going to have to open your wallet.”

      Serrano growled as he checked his account courtesy of his P-com. He had nowhere near that amount of credits, being mostly broke like the other new arrivals. Even still, he still needed a way off Vesta.

      Serrano was still planning to get to Dangallu one way or another and he needed a ship.

      That was when he had his idea.

      “Here, I can pay for it,” promised Serrano as he gave the merchant an account number to use.

      The merchant raised an eyebrow. “This is from the Vestan sovereign wealth fund, is it not?”

      “So you can read,” snapped Serrano. “Didn’t I also tell you that I’m a member of the Vestan Council. I have access to the bank account of the entire planet. And I’m buying this ship on behalf of all the Vestan people.”

      The merchant gave him an odd look. “What use do you Vestans have of an intergalactic spaceship?”

      “That’s our business,” growled Serrano. “Are you going to sell me this ship or not?  Maybe I need to find another merchant who actually wants to make money today.”

      The merchant shrugged. “No, this is fine. You’re good with the five million credit price?”

      “I am, just charge it here. How soon can you make the delivery?”

      “You’re in luck with that, friend. There’s a caravan of these particular ships heading to the Altaria system. Altaria is on a tangent to Vesta. As long as I get this order in quickly, there’s no reason I can’t have it here in . . . fifty days?”

      “I need a guarantee it’s here in fifty,” replied Serrano. “We have plans for that ship.”

      “A guarantee is going to cost extra,” grunted the merchant.

      “How much?”

      “Maybe about . . . five percent.”

      “Fucking thief,” growled Serrano. “Fine, make it happen. Order the ship.” Serrano then grabbed the man by the scruff of the collar. “But if it’s not here on the appointed date, I’m going to track you down and crucify you myself.”

      The merchant gulped heavily. “U-understood.”

      Serrano walked away from the merchant with a smug expression on his face. Very few people would ever realize that five million credits (plus five percent) were missing from the Vestan treasury. The only person that might have realized was Belladonna and she still believed everything that he told her. Serrano hoped to keep it quiet until the ship arrived and he could abscond with all the gold, leaving this planet far behind.

      Serrano and his loyal group would be on their way to Dangallu while the rest of the colony was crushed by the Jargars.

      He just had to survive the next fifty days without anyone else finding out.
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      The morning after the trade ship departed proved to be the most fateful day that Alex had yet to experience in Vesta.

      It started off normally enough, finding Alex with a new group of potential recruits doing their rifle training. Except this class was much smaller than the class before it.

      “Take a deep breath and steady your hands,” advised Alex. “Focus on the target and think about bringing it to you. Once you can mentally bring that bullseye to you, pull the trigger.”

      A blast of energy erupted from the rifle moments later, exploding a hole only centimeters from the center.

      “Perfect shot,” said Alex, beaming with a smile.

      Annette looked up from her rifle. “You can say I had a good teacher.”

      “I don’t know,” teased Alex. “I think this is like the swimming thing. Are you a champion shooter as well and you just forgot to tell me?”

      Annette started to giggle. “I’ll never tell. You’re just going to have to guess!”

      From the other side of Alex, Ellie let out a loud side. “Can you two stop flirting for two seconds so Alex can watch my next shot?”

      Annette cleared her throat. “What’s wrong, cousin? You don’t like it when the shoe is on the other foot for a change?”

      “No, I actually want to learn how to shoot,” replied Ellie. “Not get a chance to flirt with Alex.”

      “Spoilsport,” shot Annette.

      Alex started to laugh. “Can you two settle down for a minute and focus on the task at hand? Do I need to remind you that you have a live weapon in your hands?”

      “No, Mr. Hawthorne,” said Annette with a pout.

      “Thanks, Annette,” replied Alex, still chuckling. “Ellie, let’s see you shoot next.”

      Ellie let out two rapid shots that were almost as good as Annette’s. She’d shown rapid progress so far, especially since she was barely able to hit the target during their first session.

      “Very good!” said Alex, appraising the target from afar. “Seriously, I could put both of you in the VDF and you’d fit right in.”

      Annette started to giggle. “Can you imagine the look on Belladonna’s face if that happened? With both Ellie and me?”

      “I think her face would permanently distort if she saw that,” laughed Ellie. “It makes for a really good visual!”

      “To hell with Belladonna,” replied Alex. “You two have the skills to be in the VDF if you ever want to. I’m not sure how we would make that happen just yet but the offer is there.”

      “Thanks, Alex, but I think it’s probably best if we don’t press our luck for now,” replied Annette. “I’m grateful just for the lesson more than anything. I’ve always wanted to shoot and now I’ve gotten my chance.”

      “Well, if danger ever finds you, you’ll be able to fight back,” said Alex proudly.

      “We certainly have enough danger these days,” replied Ellie soberly. “But if the last line of defense comes down to Annette and I, I’d say Vesta’s days are numbered.”

      “Perk up a little, Ellie,” said Annette. “Alex isn’t going to let anything happen to us. Right, Alex?”

      “I don’t know if I’d go that far,” said Alex a bit too honestly. “But I’m certainly going to try my best.”

      Before either woman had the chance to respond, Alex’s P-com went off. Quite suddenly, a hologram of Hans appeared from Alex’s wrist.

      “Sir, we have a problem up here at the mining biosphere,” said Hans. “It looks like we have a partial cave-in.”

      “How did that happen, Hans?”

      “Not entirely sure yet,” replied Hans. “The miners reported some vibrations in the deeper part of the mines about ten minutes ago. We gave the order to evacuate but it wasn’t quick enough. One of the main corridors down into the deepest part collapsed, blocking their escape route. There’s been other reports of more passages that have been blocked as well but we don’t have visual confirmation of that yet. There are about thirty men trapped down there.”

      “Send in the VDF to help clear the blockage,” replied Alex. “The secondary squad up there should do for now while the other one continues to man the towers. Who’s squad is up there right now?”

      “Rick’s squad, sir,” answered Hans. “And from what I’ve seen of the blockage, we might need more manpower than that.”

      “I’ll bring up another squad with me,” said Alex with a heavy sigh. “They won’t like having to pull double duty today but we can’t leave those miners trapped underground. I’ll come up there as soon as I can.”

      “Very good, sir, I’ll have Rick’s squad start clearing the blockage right away.”

      Just like that, the transmission ended.

      “A collapse in the mine?” asked Ellie. “How is that possible? Was it a small earthquake?”

      “I guess we’ll find out once we get up there,” said Alex. “Sorry I have to cut and run.”

      “No, we understand,” said Annette. “Keep us posted on what happens. The families of those miners are going to want to know as soon as they’re safe.”

      “I’ll stay in contact,” promised Alex.

      No sooner had he left the shooting grounds than he was using his P-com to order the assembly of another squad. Alex asked them to meet at Biosphere Five and they would make the transit up to the mining biosphere together. As he arrived in his office, he found Kristina once again hard at work.

      “Kristina, I need to go up to the mines right now to deal with a partial cave-in,” said Alex. “I need you to keep a firm watch on the city while I’m away. I’m not anticipating that I’ll be gone for very long but if anything happens here that’s out of the ordinary, I want to know about it.”

      Kristina gave him a crisp yet adorable salute. “You got it, commander. I’ll keep the home fires burning.”

      Alex raised an eyebrow. “What does that mean?”

      Kristina managed to look partially embarrassed. “Sorry, I’ve been listening to old media again. I keep absorbing their lexicon into my speech processes. A lot of what I’ve been listening to is over a thousand years old but it’s still awesome. I’ve even started to watch movies from that time, and I’m really enjoying some of their poetic one-liners!”

      He chuckled. “Well, have fun with that.”

      Alex moved to the garage off the biosphere, where the VDF soldiers of the reinforcement squad were already beginning to assemble. They grabbed their helmets and rifles and moved closer to the rovers to begin their transit.

      “Listen up,” called out Alex once they were ready. “We’re dealing with a cave-in at the mines. We have as many as thirty miners up there that are trapped inside. I wouldn’t be calling you up right now if it wasn’t an emergency. Let’s get up there, free our fellow Vestans, and get back to our lives. Are you ready?”

      “Yes, sir!” came the audible yell from all the squad members.

      “All right, let’s move out.”

      The convoy carrying the entire squad up to the mines passed without any incident. There were no sightings of Jargars, or anything for that matter. In fact, everything seemed eerily quiet out here, so much so that it made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up straight.

      Something wasn’t right. He couldn’t explain what it was but there was a growing feeling of dread in his stomach.

      Before they arrived, Alex used his P-com to issue new orders to all those squads that weren’t part of the rescue mission, telling them to be on high alert for any disturbances. At least if something was brewing, the VDF was going to be prepared for it.

      Even if Alex couldn’t describe what he felt.

      By the time they arrived at the mining biosphere, Alex found only Hans outside the mines.

      “I sent Rick’s squad down already to begin clearing the blockage,” informed Hans. “They’ve already made progress, and the hole they’ve made was big enough to bring out one miner who was hurt already.”

      “Great news,” replied Alex. “But it sounds like there’s a but coming.”

      “There is, the contact that we’ve made with the rest of the miners indicates that the thirty trapped are still spread out. There are other cave-ins that we’ll need to clear. It’s not going to be just a matter of clearing that first blockage.”

      “Nothing is ever easy,” said Alex. “At least we have two full squads here to help.”

      “Ain’t that the truth, sir. Now that you’re here, I’m going to lead this new squad down there to join the other.”

      “Negative, Hans,” replied Alex. “I want you to stay up here and keep an eye on our defenses. Something doesn’t feel right to me about this. I’m going to go down into the mines with the squads, and I want you to stay in close contact with the squad up here. If you see anything out of the ordinary, let me know right away.”

      Hans saluted. “You got it, sir.”

      With those final words, Alex motioned for the new squad to head down into the mines. As they were entering the cavernous entrance, Alex saw one of the injured miners being brought out. This poor man looked to have had his leg crushed during the initial collapse. It was a bloody and haggard mess, and Alex knew he’d be spending some considerable time in the hospital from here on out.

      Going into the mines was always an otherworldly experience, at least for Alex. Though there was basic lighting going down the ceiling of the main passages, there was still plenty of darkness which made navigation difficult. What was even more concerning was the report that the lights were out past the first blockage site.

      Alex found only half of Rick’s squad once they reached that first blockage. There were only four of them still working to enlarge the hole, which was now big enough to allow someone to squeeze through.

      “Where’s the rest of the squad?” asked Alex to one filthy soldier, covered in dirt. “Did they go through already?”

      “Yes sir, Lt. Rick Bishop and the others have pushed through to start clearing the rest of the blockages.”

      “Okay, we need to get this enlarged as soon as possible,” said Alex as he looked back at the new squad. “Come on, men. Let’s give them a hand. The sooner we get this done, the quicker we can get to the others. I don’t want to have to worry about this blockage getting any worse before we get deeper in the mines.”

      With those words, they all got to work. Progress was slow in the tight confines of the mine but with the use of the carts, they were able to work out a system of pulling the excess rock and earth from the collapse and bring it up to the surface, clearing the way. It was nearly forty-five minutes later when the path was cleared out enough to allow the cart to pass through the initial blockage site.

      Something still wasn’t right though. In that entire time, there had been no further movement from deeper in the mine. None of the remaining miners, or the VDF members from Rick’s squad (which included Jenna) appeared for a check in at the initial blockage.

      It was almost like they’d disappeared inside.

      It was just as Alex was realizing this that they all heard the worst possible noise erupt, reverberating through the cavernous walls.

      It was the roar of a Jargar, and it was coming from within the mines.
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      Nearly everyone in the squad looked paralyzed with fear as the blood-curdling roar of the Jargar echoed throughout the rocky walls of the mines.

      “Jesus, was that a Jargar?” asked one of the VDF soldiers, a man known as Sully because of his last name (Sullivan).

      “Sure as hell was,” replied the lieutenant of the squad, Matt Lenoy. “How the hell did they get inside the mines?”

      From there, a nervous chatter erupted from the squad. Alex watched as many of them seemed to lose their nerve in a matter of seconds.

      “Get ahold of yourselves,” barked Alex. “Our people are trapped down there and if there’s Jargars threatening them, then we have a job to do. Get it together and let’s move in!”

      “You heard the man,” replied Matt, putting on a brave face for the sake of his men. “We’re going in!”

      Now that the hole was big enough to allow the cart to push through, Alex and the rest of the squad slipped deeper into the mines. From that first initial blockage site, they soon came to a passage tree, where the mine split into different sections. It was here that they found two more miners, who were just suffering from light injuries.

      “Where’s the rest of the squad that came in here?” asked Alex of the two miners. “Where did they go?”

      “There’s blockages down each of the main passages from here out,” replied one of the miners. “They split up to start working as many of them as they could.”

      “Goddamnit, I was afraid of that,” grumbled Alex. “You two, get in the cart and we’ll take you topside. We have to get everyone out of here now.”

      It was at that point that all of their attention diverted to one of the deepest passages, where gunfire from the VDF pulse rifle erupted in force. It was heavy enough to remind Alex of heavy fighting back in the Orbital War days, and he figured out the Jargars were most likely attacking in force.

      “Move now damnit!” he barked at the rest of the VDF. “We have to get down there and save our people!”

      While the VDF moved toward the main passage to start clearing away more of the blockage, Alex used his P-com. He tried first to get ahold of Jenna, who would be right in the thick of the firing but she didn’t answer. Next he tried Rick.

      When Rick answered, it sounded like he was in the middle of a terrible firefight. He looked to be pinned down based on the hologram.

      “Rick, what the hell is going on down there?” asked Alex. “We can hear your firing from all the way up here.”

      “Bears, Alex, there’s Jargars everywhere,” replied Rick. “They’re down here in the deepest part. They’ve already gotten several miners. We’re trying to pull back out of this spot but one of the passages collapsed behind us. We’re trapped, Alex.”

      “Son of a bitch,” grumbled Alex.

      An entire squad was trapped—Rick’s squad which meant Jenna too. Things were going from bad to worse.

      “Do you have any casualties of your own?” asked Alex with a heavy heart. “Anyone dead?”

      Rick shook his head. “Just a couple scratches so far but I’m not sure how long that will last. We need to get this passage cleared. I have men working on it from my side while the rest of the squad covers them but there’s more Jargars showing up by the second.”

      At that point, Alex could hear screaming and rifle fire in the background. Someone, a man by the sound of his voice, was screaming that the Jargars were getting too close.

      “Hang on, Rick, we’re coming,” said Alex. “We’re coming right now!”

      Pulling up a map of the mines from his P-com, Alex barked for Matt to get over to him.

      “We need to clear this passage right here,” he said, indicating the newly blocked tunnel that separated them from Rick’s squad. “We have Jargars in force attacking down below and their time is limited. We need all hands that can help right now.”

      “You got it, sir,” replied Matt. “Let’s move out.”

      “The most important thing right now is that we stick together,” bellowed Alex to the rest of the squad. “We’re better off as a team than splitting up!”

      Together, the entire squad moved deeper into the mines, clearing debris as they went. They came upon another miner who had been injured and relieved by Rick’s group, only to get hit with more falling debris when the passage collapsed. Alex signaled for him to be sent topside before finding the bulk of obstruction.

      Now that they were close enough to Rick’s squad, he could hear the firing and the screaming much more distinctly. With all the energy they could muster, the squad set about clearing the debris so they could link up with the other squad.

      It was hard going though. These rocks were heavier, and now that they were in the deeper part of the mines, they couldn’t rely on the quick transit of the cart to rapidly clear the debris. The men stacked rocks as far back as they could but it took longer to open up a passage to the other side.

      Once that was accomplished, Alex could hear the firing dying down on the other side, and he asked Rick for a report to tell him what was going on.

      “I’ve got two wounded,” replied Rick. “Deep scratches on their limbs from the Jargars. One of these guys is going to lose a leg no doubt. The others are fine for now. Their attacks seem to be peeling off.”

      “We’re almost there,” said Alex. “Just keep holding on a little longer.”

      That last meter of debris took forever to get removed but there was nothing sweeter than getting a clear line of sight down into the blocked mineshaft. Alex was the first to crawl through, and he saw Rick’s face just as soon as he was on the other side. His friend’s face was bloody, and the rest of the lights were off in the deepest part of the mine just in front of them, but at least they were alive.

      “Damnit, it’s good to see you,” said Rick, a relieved smile on his face. “I thought we were goners for sure.”

      “Let’s get you out of here,” said Alex. “How many of the miners are down here with you?”

      Alex quickly scanned all those that were in this portion. He found about ten additional miners huddling close to Rick’s squad, all of them looking petrified to be there.

      Thankfully, he made eye contact with Jenna shortly after that. She couldn’t have looked more relieved to see him as well, and she wasted no time in hugging him. Alex was grateful to see that she wasn’t hurt.

      “Just these men here,” replied Rick, indicating the miners. “But many of them are injured and will need help getting to the top.”

      “All right, I want your people to start helping with that,” said Alex. “All the miners will be escorted to the top by your people. My squad will stay behind to cover you.”

      “Just be careful, Alex,” warned Jenna. “There’s dead Jargars just right over there. There were as many as fifteen of them attacking at once. We held them off but just barely. If they come back in force, they might overwhelm us.”

      “Let’s get out of here before that happens,” replied Alex. “I don’t know how long this passage will stay open, and if there’s more tremors down here, it could close up just as fast, and potentially even worse off than the first time. Time is of the essence now.”

      With the passage cleared, Matt’s squad slipped in to cover their comrades while the remains of Rick’s squad evacuated the miners. Seeing as the miners still outnumbered the members of Rick’s squad, it meant some of them had to make two trips.

      Jenna happened to be one of the unlucky few that had to go twice. After her first trip up to the top, she returned and immediately started looking for another miner. She found one all right—one who was huddled off near one of the ventilation shafts. Part of the wall had fallen onto him, breaking his legs in the process and rendering him immobile.

      “Hurry up, we need to get topside quickly,” yelled Alex to everyone that was still left down there.

      “Alex, can you help me?” called Jenna. “He’s too heavy for me to lift and his legs are broken!”

      Alex quickly crossed over to where the ventilation shaft started and appraised the situation. The miner was still conscious but had lost a lot of blood thanks to the wounds on his legs. Even once he was freed of debris, he was still too heavy for Jenna to move.

      “Come on, I’ll give you a hand,” said Alex, grabbing under the man’s shoulders. “I’ll get him up and then you grab one side and I’ll take the other.”

      They moved in unison, hoisting the wounded man while he grumbled and began to move him away from the ventilation shaft.

      “This way,” said Alex, more for Jenna’s sake than anyone else. “I’ll help you get to the top.”

      “Thanks,” she replied. “Sorry, I’m just not strong enough to do it myself.”

      “Not your fault,” said Alex. “That’s why I’m here.”

      “Alex, we can still hear men deeper in the mine,” said Rick, pointing to where the relieving squad was guarding. It was also the part of the mine that the Jargars had attacked from. “Permission to send the squad deeper to see how many more we can rescue?”

      “Do it but be careful,” replied Alex. “Don’t get separated and move quickly. Take as many men from your squad as you need to move the survivors. I’m going to help get this man topside.”

      “You got it, we’ll get moving now!”

      Alex watched as the remains of Rick’s squad moved deeper into the mines, while Matt’s squad covered them and pushed in further. Together, they stepped over the bodies of dead Jargars as they moved, responding to the sounds of groaning.

      Alex didn’t watch long as he wanted to get this miner to safety.

      “Come on, Jenna. The sooner we can get him into safe hands, the sooner we can rejoin the others.”

      Jenna nodded and they kept moving up the shaft until it was just three of them. They passed another passage that led to another section of the mines when something started to happen.

      The ground started to shake as yet another tremor ripped through the mines. It was so violent that Alex lost his grip on the miner, which caused Jenna and the miner to fall forward while Alex stumbled backward just to keep his balance.

      If that was the only thing that happened, the situation might have been salvageable, but just above them, a section of the ceiling came crashing down, opening up a gulf between Alex on one side and Jenna and the miner on the other.

      By the time the dust settled, there was a new blockage that prevented Alex from reaching Jenna easily. At least he could still hear her though, as there was a tiny pinhole that allowed sound to travel between both sections.

      “Jenna, are you okay?” he yelled. “Are you hurt? Tell me you’re still alive.”

      “Alex! I’m alive. The miner isn’t though. He took a good sized stone to the head. He’s dead, Alex.”

      “Can you still get out?”

      Jenna rummaged around for a second before she returned. “No, I’m blocked off too. I’m trapped, Alex. I’m really trapped.”

      “I’m going to get you out of there,” he promised. “I just have to clear this blockage.”

      Her voice sounded panicked when she spoke again. “Alex, I’m scared. There’s a lot of debris on this side.”

      “Hang on,” he promised. “I’m coming to get you.”
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      The roar of the Jargars echoed throughout the subterranean mines of the Vestan colony.

      At this critical moment, Alex was blocked off from the main entrance to the mine. Something, perhaps the Jargars, had caused a rippling earthquake that collapsed part of the mine’s passages, trapping him in this particular section. What was worse was that the current blockage in front of him prevented Alex from getting to Jenna, who was in turn blocked in on the other side.

      If he thought he was in dire straits, it was nothing compared to what Jenna was facing.

      “Alex,” she whispered through the hole in the rocks. “There’s growling coming up the side passage right here. I think it’s a Jargar.”

      “Can you get away?” replied Alex, now working harder to clear the blockage.

      “No,” whimpered Jenna. “I’m trapped. It’s coming, Alex. It’s really coming.”

      “Put your rifle up, babe. I know you can take it down,” coached Alex. “You’re one of the best shots in the whole colony.”

      “Alex, I’m so scared.”

      “You can do it, I know you can. I believe in you.”

      At that moment, Alex used the light on his rifle to illuminate the hole. He saw Jenna’s very scared face looking back at him.

      “Put that rifle up,” repeated Alex. “Jenna, I know you can do this.”

      She swallowed heavily and nodded as a tear fell down on her face.

      “I don’t want to live in a world without you,” said Alex. “You have to fight.”

      She took a deep breath to steady herself and turned away from the hole. At that moment, Alex heard a roar from her section, followed by rapid firing from her pulse rifle.

      He couldn’t wait for the outcome. His heart was beating rapidly as his arms worked as fast as they possibly could. He was throwing rocks behind him, all the while the rifle fire from the rest of the VDF behind him picked up. It was like the Jargars were concentrating their attack, and here he was stuck and feeling helpless.

      Jenna kept firing, and Alex watched the plasma energy flash through the small hole. If she could just hold on a little longer, he could get to her.

      He couldn’t let anything happen to her. Not now.

      Finally, Jenna’s rifle fell silent and Alex heard no more roars from her section of the caves. He couldn’t have been more relieved when her face appeared on the other side of the hole. She had specks of orange on her face—evidence of Jargar blood.

      “Are you okay?” asked Alex.

      “I think I got them all,” she whispered. “There were three of them.”

      Alex couldn’t have been more relieved. “Three of them? You tied my record, gorgeous. I’m so proud of you.”

      At that moment, Jenna beamed with a tired smile. “Can you hurry up and get these rocks cleared?”

      “I’m coming, I promise you. Keep a watch on that side passage and make sure no more Jargars sneak up on you.”

      “You got it, babe.”

      Even though the urgency was somewhat lessened, it didn’t stop Alex from throwing the stones out of his way as quickly as his body could manage. He had that blockage cleared in record time, at least a small enough path that he could get through without being trapped. With Jenna’s help, he was finally pulled through and emerged on her side.

      “Thank god,” muttered Jenna as she rushed into his arms and hugged him tightly. Alex returned it with just as much affection, using his free hand to stroke her hair. When Jenna pulled back, her eyes were shimmering.

      “I thought I was a goner just now,” she admitted. “I thought you were going to have to watch me die.”

      “I don’t intend for you to die anytime soon,” promised Alex. “I want you in my life for decades to come.”

      Using her rifle, Jenna gestured over to the area where the side passage dipped deeper into another offshoot of the mines. “There are bodies over there. The dead Jargars, I mean. I think they’re dead but I wasn’t exactly rushing over to check.”

      “Come on, we can check them now,” said Alex.

      They walked over to the passage where three large, shaggy shapes could soon be seen. Alex stepped in something wet with his boot, which could only have been the Jargar blood judging by the closeness to the body. Not wanting to take any chances, he fired his rifle into the heads of all three just to be safe.

      It was immediately upon firing the last shot that they both heard something from deeper in the mines. It was a groan of sorts, something that sounded human.

      “What was that?” whispered Jenna, raising her rifle.

      “It might be another miner,” replied Alex. “I’m not sure if any of them were down this passage. Or if they would have been left alive after the Jargars passed through.”

      “Should we check it out?” asked a hesitant Jenna.

      “I think we should. Cover me, okay? Just like we did in the wild before we got to Vesta.”

      Jenna gave him a nervous smile. “I miss those days.”

      “So do I. Come on, let’s go.”

      They pushed deeper into the mines, following the only path that jutted off the main passage. This path wasn’t nearly as wide as the main one, and in several spots, they had to turn to their sides just to fit through. It was nearly a hundred meters from the bodies of the dead Jargars that Alex found two miners, both of them barely clinging to life.

      One of them was a familiar face, that of Randy Milford. He was one of the first miners that Alex met on his very first inspection of the mining biosphere. He looked seriously disoriented as he held his knees in the fetal position.

      “Randy, are you okay?” asked Alex, shaking his shoulder. “Can you hear me?”

      Randy seemed to be paralyzed with fear. So too was the other man, one whose name Alex didn’t know. The fear of being trapped in the mine with the Jargars had been too much for them to handle.

      “We’re going to have to carry them out of here,” said Alex to Jenna. “I doubt they’ll be able to walk.”

      “How are we going to do that?” asked Jenna nervously. “You can only carry one of them and I don’t think I can carry the other.”

      “Come on, Randy, get up on your feet,” said Alex, putting his hands under his shoulders and yanking him up. Randy came up slowly but he threatened to spill over again. Alex had to steady him for several moments until he was upright but once he was steady, he could walk.

      “Jenna, you’re going to have to take point on this one,” said Alex as he put his rifle over his shoulder. “I’ll take these two men.”

      With those words, Alex picked up the other miner and slung him over his free shoulder. That allowed him to offer support to Randy, who was now able to walk.

      “Alex, are you sure about this?” asked Jenna again. “Maybe we just ought to make two trips.”

      Alex shook his head. “We might not get a second chance if the Jargars attack again. So far they’ve been attacking in waves. If there’s another wave, someone will get left behind and they will probably die. We only have one chance. Let’s take it.”

      That seemed to be enough for Jenna, and despite her reservations, she agreed to take point while Alex helped the other two out of the mine. By now, the sounds of gunfire in the lowest part of the mines had ceased but to Alex, that wasn’t necessarily a good sign.

      The Jargars could just be regrouping for another attack.

      In his mind, this was all the proof that was needed that the Jargars were intelligent creatures. They devised the ultimate trap for the Vestan population, and were now committed to widdling down their numbers in this environment.

      It was time to stop treating them like feral animals and start seeing them for what they really were—alien predators.

      “Slow down for a second up here, Alex,” called Jenna after they’d been walking back up the passage for several slow minutes. “We have to turn sideways here.”

      “I’m never going to make it through here with him on my back,” replied Alex. “The sideways part is only a couple meters long. Go on the other side and take cover, and I’ll bring them through one at a time.”

      Jenna nodded as she ducked through the narrow passage. “Be careful, babe.”

      Since Randy was able to walk, Alex put the other guy down right next to the tight entrance and turned around, walking backward with Randy slowly as they made it to the other side. He had Randy sit down on the ground once they were through so that Alex could retrieve the other man. The second time through was much harder with the one that was unconscious, and Alex had to practically drag him through the tight space to get by.

      By the time they got to the other side, they all paused as a blood-curdling scream was unleashed from deep in the mines. It was followed by several rifle shots and the roar of a Jargar before the scream was heard again, followed by silence.

      “We have to get above ground,” said Alex. “Or a lot of people are going to die in here today. Come on, let’s move!”

      Jenna led the way with Alex bringing up the rear. Every so often, she would stop and check the space behind him just to make sure no Jargars were following them but at least this side passage seemed to be quiet. All the main action was down in the deepest parts, off the main entrance.

      Finally, they reached the portion that had caved in, where Jenna had been originally trapped. It was here that they found company, finding Rick and what was left of the VDF squads. All of them looked exhausted, as did the several miners still with them. Even still, they were hard at work clearing the blockage that separated them from the exit.

      “I heard screaming back there,” said Alex once he saw Rick. “What happened?”

      Rick just shook his head. “We need to get out of here. Those Jargars are too damn fast and deadly in close quarters. I have half my men still standing guard while the rest clear this blockage. We need to get the hell out of this mine.”

      Alex readily agreed and set to task with clearing the rocks but it was a P-com transmission that stopped him cold in his tracks.

      It was Hans, who was still in the mining biosphere. As soon as the transmission was connected, Alex could hear rifle fire.

      “Sir, we need you and the rest of the squads up here now! The biosphere is under a full-scale Jargar attack!”
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      Hans’ words reverberated through the small space of the mines, which ensured that every soldier and miner heard what was happening. For those that thought their ordeal was nearly over, they were sadly mistaken.

      “We’ll be up as soon as we can,” Alex promised Hans. “We have one more blockage to clear. We have no shortage of casualties down here either.”

      “We need all the help we can get, sir,” replied a grim Hans.

      Alex nodded to Rick and the rest of the VDF. “You heard the man. We need to get topside fast. Let’s get moving!”

      If Alex expected them to be demoralized, he was surprised. Everyone seemed to figure out at this point that the Jargars weren’t just raiding the mines. This was a coordinated attack against Vesta. Against their homes.

      And that certainly filled them with an extra fire they didn’t have before.

      While they started clearing the blockage with renewed energy, Alex sent out a P-com transmission to Kristina, advising the remaining squads still in the city to maintain their high alert and to expect enemy action at any time. If this really was the big one, he had no doubt the city was next.

      With half of the remaining VDF moving the fallen debris out of the way, they made record progress. There were no further Jargar attacks in the depths of the mines and no more growling could be heard from the darkness. Finally, a small enough hole had been cleared, allowing them to take out the remaining miners and bring them up to the surface.

      Never had Alex been so grateful to get out of those mines but as he approached the top, he once more heard the unmistakable sounds of gunfire.

      Hans hadn’t been exaggerating. All around the mining biosphere, the Jargars were in full attack. They moved quickly enough to be mistaken for blurs of light, dashing across the open plain and then using their bulky bodies to smash against the biosphere doors. They were clearly aiming for a breach, using their weight as battering rams to take down the doors.

      Inside the biosphere, the VDF was making the best of use of the defensive arrangements that were part of the outer shell, manning the outer defensive platforms where they could shoot from safety. Even still, it wasn’t enough. One quick glance toward the nearest watchtower told Alex that it had already been overrun and would offer zero support.

      They had to get in the fight, but first, there was one crucial thing that had to be done.

      “Seal the doors to the mine!” yelled Alex to the soldiers that had just come up with him. “The last thing we need is for any Jargars to get inside the biosphere and attack us from behind!”

      Two men moved quickly to the controls for the doors, which would roll across an open track and fully seal off the entrance but one hit of the button provoked another problem.

      “We’ve lost power here, sir! It’s not moving.”

      Alex shook his head and put his rifle down. “Then we need to do this the old-fashioned way. We’ll pull it into place. Let’s go!”

      The door was large enough that several men could attempt to both push and pull it at the same time. Alex placed himself behind it to push while several others pulled. The door was solid, reinforced steel, and it took them several moments to even start to budge it.

      Slowly though, it creaked across the rails, sliding across the open entrance and sealing the mines. Once it was finally across, it was locked from the inside so as to prevent access.

      “That should take care of the mines for now!” said Alex. “Everyone else, get into a defensive position and start taking out those fucking Jargars!”

      While the soldiers joined their comrades already in the fight, Alex sought out Hans. He found the captain directing fire in the central defensive position and he looked no worse for wear despite the situation.

      “What’s the situation, Hans?” asked Alex. “Where did all these Jargars come from?”

      “They showed up shortly after we heard some rumbling inside the mines,” replied Hans. “Do you think this was coordinated by the Jargars?”

      “Abso-fucking-lutely,” replied Alex. “I sent a message back to the city to be prepared for an attack but there’s no way this wasn’t set up beforehand. The Jargars know what they’re doing.”

      “We’re keeping fire on them but they just move too damn fast,” said Hans. “We can’t shoot fast enough before they’re gone.”

      “Tell the men to lead their targets,” advised Alex. “Don’t shoot directly at the Jargar but shoot at the space the Jargar will be in next. They’ll have better luck that way.”

      “You got it, I’ll give the order now.”

      “What happened to the men in the watchtowers?” asked Alex hesitantly. “Did they get out in time?”

      Hans swallowed heavily and shook his head. “No, sir. The Jargars were on them too quickly. The sensors went off but instead of just one, it was nearly fifty. They couldn’t hold off that many at once. I don’t think anyone out there is still alive.”

      “Shit,” whispered Alex. “Come on, let’s make sure their sacrifice wasn’t in vain. Let’s kill these bastards and protect our homes.”

      “Fucking amen to that, sir.”

      With Hans staying behind to coordinate the defense of the entire biosphere, Alex moved to the first defensive position, which consisted of an elevated platform that was formed about ten meters from the main entrance. It was this position which was considered the original “watchtower” of the mining biosphere, before the purpose-built watchtowers were built further away. This defensive position allowed an open field of fire for anything approaching the mining biosphere, and as of now, there were three VDF soldiers here doing their best to hold off the Jargars.

      “Keep up your firing, men,” shouted Alex as he took up a fourth position, aiming at their enemy. “Don’t forget to lead your target! Shoot where the Jargar is going to be, not where they are now.”

      That advice seemed to help and soon the Jargars started to drop like flies around the biosphere. The problem was that for every one they killed, two more appeared to replace it.

      “We’re hardly making a dent in them, sir!” yelled Sully. “Those bastards just keep springing up out of the ground!”

      “They can’t keep this up forever!” replied Alex. “Keep shooting ‘em!”

      Sure enough, they were making progress but the Jargars seemed to realize they weren’t making enough progress against the main biosphere door. They kept using their strength to batter into it and then dashing away before they could be shot. When that strength didn’t prove to be enough, they started teaming up.

      Alex watched as two Jargars shattered against the doors and then another pair and then another. They leapt over the bodies of their own dead in an effort to breach the biosphere.

      When two pairs weren’t having an effect, they switched to three.

      Seeing the change in tactics, Alex dashed down to find Hans to alert him to the change.

      “How much force can those doors take before they come crashing down?” asked Alex. “They keep throwing more weight at them!”

      “They can take a Jargar at full speed but anything more than that makes them vulnerable,” replied Hans.

      “Who the fuck decided to make them that weak?” demanded Alex.

      Hans gave him a knowing look. “I think you know, sir!”

      Cursing under his breath, Alex looked around. He grabbed several other members of the VDF, including Jenna.

      “We need to provide cover for the doors in case the Jargars manage to breach them,” explained Alex. As he was explaining it to them, he could hear the metal doors beginning to creak with every blustery blow. The Jargars were close to getting inside.

      “Come with me, now!”

      Alex positioned three members on either side of the main door, giving them cover behind the mining carts that were used to haul the gold up to the top. He placed Jenna on his side but in the middle, while he took the end closest to the door.

      All the while, the doors continued to dent inward as more and more pressure was applied against it.

      “Those doors are going to fail soon,” said Alex to the group. “You know what’s out there. No matter what happens, you will stay in your position and you will fire your rifle until every single one of those bastards is dead. Are we all clear?”

      “Yes, sir!” rang out the voices of the troops.

      The next crash against the doors nearly sent them flying off. In a split second, Alex was able to see the fuzzy snout of a Jargar and he fired a quick shot, earning a death rattle from the creature.

      In the next moment, the doors burst off their hinges, flying back at Alex and the rest of the VDF. Alex, Jenna, and the others opened fire, pouring plasma into their foes who now dashed to get inside. Luck was with the VDF, as only so many Jargars could fit inside that opening at one time, and as long as they kept up their fire, the Jargars couldn’t get through.

      “Keep it up!” yelled Alex. “Not a single Jargar gets through!”

      As the firing continued, the bodies of the Jargars continued to pile up against the entrance, making it harder for them to get inside. Several of the creatures managed to make it to their defensive position before succumbing to death and there were more than a few close calls. The Jargars proved to be relentless in their aggression and they just kept coming, the only thing slowing them down was the steadily mounting pile of bodies.

      Finally, enough of the Jargars were blocking the way, enabling Alex and the troops to focus on those few Jargars remaining. As their attack petered out, the only thing left to do was clean up those still living.

      At long last, no more remained. They stopped firing as none of the Jargars appeared to still be alive.

      “Is that it?” asked Jenna. “Did we get them all?”

      “I think so,” replied the man to her left. “I think we got all of them.”

      At that moment, a Jargar leapt through the opening, flying over his dead brethren and landing inside. This Jargar was bigger than all the others and as he stood up completely, he towered close to three meters tall, dwarfing everything in sight.

      The Jargar took one look at Alex, and once again, he could hear the creature’s thoughts.

      . . . . the communicator. Must seize him . . .

      Angered by that notion, Alex gritted his teeth. “Kill that bastard!”

      The Jargar pulled back on its hind legs and prepared to leap directly at Alex. At that moment, it was met by plasma fire from everyone but the inertia of the jump couldn’t be stopped.

      The Jargar crashed into Alex, throwing him backward and knocking the rifle out of his hands.

      Alex grabbed the knife at his belt and thrust it into the creature’s side but it was already dead by that point. Feeling the heavy weight of the creature, Alex shuffled out from under it as its orange-colored blood leaked onto his clothes.

      “Alex!” yelled Jenna. “Are you okay?”

      “I think so,” he replied as he attempted to stand. Jenna rushed over to give him a hand, and he managed to get up without feeling any pain.

      As he looked around, he realized the rest of the five VDF were all looking at him.

      “Sir, what was that?” asked one of them, giving Alex an astounded gaze.

      “What was what?” asked Alex.

      “That noise you just made? It sounded like the Jargar’s grunts,” he explained.

      “He’s right,” added Jenna, looking at Alex. “You just made a noise when that Jargar came through. The Jargar growled at us, and then you did something right back to it. It was almost like . . . you were talking to it. Like you were growling back at it.”

      “I didn’t feel like I said anything,” said Alex as he tried to remember. “I thought I said something about killing it. I thought I yelled for you all to kill it.”

      Jenna shook her head. “I didn’t hear you say anything other than a growl.”

      Now Alex was seriously confused. He’d heard the Jargar think, and now he could communicate back to it? In its own language?

      Just what the hell was he?

      That thought would have to wait. A transmission from the city came in at that moment.

      It was from Kristina.

      “Alex, the city is under a full-scale attack! The Jargars have breached Biosphere Nine! We need you here now!”
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      With the attack at the mining biosphere defeated, Alex and the rest of the three squads, alongside the wounded miners, crowded onto what rovers they had and sped toward the city. The wounded were nearly equal in number to the able-bodied, and to save space, Alex had given the order to leave the dead behind temporarily.

      With all three squads and the remaining miners gone, the mining biosphere was abandoned.

      None of that mattered now. The city was more important than the mines, and Alex was determined to do everything possible to contain the breach. His P-com was ringing constantly now, showing an array of different callers including Ellie, Annette, and even Belladonna. No doubt all of them were panicked about the city, but Alex issued instructions to Kristina to reach out to them one at a time, allowing him to focus on defeating the attack.

      “We’re nearing the city,” yelled the driver of Alex’s rover as they crossed over the plain. “There’s smoke coming from the biospheres!”

      Indeed, Alex could see a small plume that was rising from behind the river, where Biospheres Six and Nine were situated. What made this attack especially dire was that most Vestans assumed the Jargars were only on one side of the river, and that Six and Nine were two of the safest places in the whole colony.

      Their breach forced everyone to change their way of thinking.

      “Bring us into the garage on Five,” ordered Alex. “Let the hospital workers unload the wounded while the rest of us get to the fight.”

      As the rovers sped closer, Alex used his P-com to reach out to Kristina.

      “Who’s in charge of the squads fighting against the breach?” he asked her.

      “Lt. Rob Decklan,” she replied. “And most of the remaining three squads are now fighting on the walkways between Six and Nine.”

      “Tell Rob that help is coming,” said Alex. “And we’re going to send a squad around the rear to catch those bastards by surprise.”

      “Got it, Alex. Be safe please.”

      “And get orders to the hospital to make sure they are ready to meet us at the garage!”

      Sure enough, Kristina got the orders through and there were nearly a dozen doctors and nurses waiting for them as they pulled into the garage on Biosphere Five. With attention being given to the miners and the wounded, Alex assembled the remains of his three squads, which were really more like two with their casualties.

      “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do,” Alex said to the remaining VDF. “I’m going to merge two of the squads together, the two that took the most casualties today. You’re going to go around the city, cross the river and move toward the breach of Biosphere Nine. You’re going to fight your way toward the entrance and meet us. We are going to be going through the city via Biosphere Six. We meet in the middle.”

      “How are we going to get across the river?” asked one of the men.

      “Take a crawler with you,” replied Alex. “The river won’t give you any problems that way.”

      “What do we do if we can’t get anywhere close to Biosphere Nine?” asked another man. “What if there are too many Jargars?”

      “Do the best you can,” replied Alex. “But remember, this is our home that we’re fighting for. If the Jargars continue to breach the biospheres, this might be our end today.”

      That definitely stiffened the spines of the flanking squad and they set off in their crawler soon after.

      The remaining squad was Rick’s, and it was still mostly intact from the fighting.

      “You’re coming with me,” said Alex. “Let’s move!”

      Alex, Rick, Jenna, and the other VDF members moved quickly out of Biosphere Five and down the walkway that connected it to Biosphere One. Along the way, they found frightened civilians hunkering down in whatever safe spaces they could find, many of them shitting themselves at the news of the breach.

      While seeing the VDF move inspired a degree of confidence on their part, the Vestans still moved away from the defending biospheres as quickly as they could.

      It was as they moved through Biosphere One that Alex found a small portion of the remaining three squads defending the walkway to Biosphere Nine. They had barricaded the middle, where the walkway passed over the river but there was no sign of any action.

      “Let me guess,” said Alex as he came upon one squad member. “The Jargars are attacking toward Biosphere Six?”

      The soldier nodded. “All quiet in this section. We closed the doors into Biosphere Nine and they haven’t tested the defenses yet. We’re here just in case they do.”

      “Good, stay here,” instructed Alex. “We’re going down the walkway toward Six so we can link up with the rest of the defenders.”

      “Good luck, sir!” called out the soldier as Alex and the group began to move again.

      The walkway over to Biosphere Six also crossed the river and it was as they approached the biosphere that Alex could already hear sounds of gunfire. As far as a defense went, Biosphere Six was more critical than Nine, since Six housed their oxygen production and all water filtration for the colony. Nine was delegated toward housing for the most part, of which there was no shortage of in Vesta.

      To put it succinctly, they couldn’t afford to lose Six to the Jargars.

      And yet that was what seemed to be happening as Alex and the VDF crossed Six to the walkway between Six and Nine, finding a full-scale battle taking place. It was both troubling and frightening to see the Jargars dashing down the walkway toward the defenders, as well as to see multiple plasma bursts firing into them, but that was the scene that greeted Alex as they took up positions.

      Alex found Rob Decklan right away, who was organizing the defense.

      “Rob, what’s the situation here?” asked Alex. “How are your guys holding up?”

      Rob looked like he’d just seen a ghost.

      “It’s the damnedest thing I’ve ever seen, sir! I’ve never seen this many Jargars come out of the woodwork! They breached Nine right as we found out about the mining biosphere being under attack. And I have to say, it’s a damn good sight to see that you all made it out of there!”

      “We still took our share of casualties though,” replied Alex. “How many have you taken?”

      “Not many VDF,” answered Rob before shaking his head. “But I can’t say the same for civilians. Quite a few were killed in Nine. We’re still not sure about exact numbers yet.”

      “We’ll get that count in time. For now, let’s focus on beating them back! I have a flanking force coming around outside.”

      “You got it, sir!”

      With Alex’s reinforcements, the Jargars started to lose the strength of their attack. They stopped moving down the walkway, allowing Alex and the VDF to inch closer to Biosphere Nine and contain the threat.

      With Six seeming saved, Alex issued instructions for those VDF stationed near the walkway between One and Nine to move forward, hoping to pin the Jargars on all sides.

      “Come on, let’s clear out Nine!” he yelled to the rest of the VDF.

      They pushed down the walkway until they entered the biosphere, finding it torn to shreds for the most part. The Jargars were incredibly destructive in their rampage, ripping doors off and throwing around possessions. It was incredible the amount of damage they could do, and what made it even worse was finding the bodies of the dead. One of the first rooms they came upon, a housing unit, contained the bodies of two women who’d been mauled to death.

      Gritting his teeth, Alex forced himself to look past it as they kept clearing the rooms.

      There would be a time for vengeance later on.

      The biosphere was eerily quiet by this time, and Alex instructed them to split up into small groups to clear the rooms. Not surprisingly, Jenna placed herself with him and they began to take a row of housing units around the outer rim.

      “One unit at a time,” explained Alex. “You open the door and let me take point. I’ll go in and you cover my ass while we do this.”

      Jenna smiled. “Got it, boss. I’m right behind you.”

      They worked like a well-oiled machine, deftly getting through ten units where they found another dead body but mostly just destruction. No more Jargars were sighted, although Alex could still hear semi-regular firing occurring throughout the biosphere as those that remained were discovered.

      Finally, they came to an area that served as a dining establishment for the residents of the biosphere. It was here that Alex and Jenna ran into their first Jargar, and it happened almost by surprise.

      They’d easily cleared the dining room before moving toward the kitchens, not expecting to find anything in the tight space back there. Jenna had opened the doors to the kitchens and they were greeted with an immediate growl, which caused Jenna to shriek in surprise.

      A Jargar was eating something off the floor, but the creature turned its mad eyes toward Alex and began to sprint toward him.

      Alex fired two shots at the beast, killing it before it even got close but it was just another reminder that they could be found anywhere, even if the battle seemed to be dying down.

      Once it stopped moving, Jenna took a deep breath.

      “That one scared the shit out of me,” she said, putting her hand against one of the workstations to steady herself.

      Alex pulled her toward him and embraced her suddenly. “You okay? We got that one, and you’re kicking some serious ass right now. Everything’s good right?”

      To his surprise, she looked up at him and smiled. “We’re good. Just a momentary shock. I’m ready to keep moving if you are.”

      They still had a job to do, and after clearing out the rest of the kitchens, they moved onto the next establishment, which was an indoor play area for kids. It looked calm at first, which allowed Alex to answer a P-com transmission from Rob. Upon answering, Alex could hear thick gunfire on his side.

      “We need you over here near the breach in the side of the biosphere,” said Rob right away. “Another group of Jargars has slipped into the breach and we’re trying to seal it off. There’s more coming your way!”

      “We’ll fight our way toward you,” replied Alex. “Hunker down and keep killing those fuckers.”

      Jenna looked exasperated once the call ended.

      “More Jargars?” she said as her shoulders slumped. “How many of them are there? How many more are we going to have to kill?”

      “A few more by the looks of it,” replied Alex. “Come, let’s clear the rest of this area so we can start heading over there—”

      Alex barely finished his sentence when one of the doors on the other side of the play area crashed open and three Jargars rolled into the section. These Jargars were tall, just like the one that Alex had confronted near the entrance to the mining biosphere. Their terrifying glares settled on Alex, and that’s when he heard their thoughts once more.

      The communicator! We must get him now! Attack!
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      The Jargars that now confronted Alex and Jenna were of the larger size, the same kind that lunged at Alex at the door of the mining biosphere. He heard that one’s thoughts as well, but what he heard this time was more closer to speech.

      Get him now!

      Alex wasn’t about to find out what they had in store for him. “Jenna, start blasting! Take ‘em down!”

      Take them alive! Especially him!

      All three moved forward at the same time. Both Alex and Jenna started firing but they were too close to take down outright. Alex prepared to feel them smash into his body at any second when something happened that he didn’t expect.

      One of the doors to the rest of the biosphere opened only to reveal Kristina. She was carrying a pulse rifle of her own, no doubt taken from the armory in Biosphere Five. Her entrance proved to be a temporary distraction to the Jargars as she braced her rifle against her shoulder.

      “Here’s looking at you, kid,” uttered Kristina, no doubt quoting some long-lost film. With those words, she started firing at the Jargars.

      She took down the one closest to her but the one in the middle, the one that was the largest of all three, quickly closed the distance between himself and the modified Womb’an and ripped the rifle out of her hand.

      In the process, he took most of her arm with it. Alex winced at seeing the metal exoskeleton exposed alongside the artificial skin that covered it. True to form, Kristina showed no outer display of any pain but her power was greatly neutralized at that point.

      If Alex expected the rest of her to be thrashed in the process, he was mistaken.

      The noise! Get out of here! Now!

      Instead of attacking further, the two Jargars rolled quickly out of the door they’d originally come from, putting as much distance between themselves and the room as they could. Alex was left momentary speechless, as was Jenna.

      “What just happened?” whispered Jenna as they both kept their rifles trained on the door, just in case this was some kind of trick. “Why’d they go away so fast?”

      “I have no idea,” replied Alex. “Something’s wrong. They found something they didn’t like.”

      As Alex stepped forward to investigate, Kristina lost all power, falling to the ground. Several sparks erupted from the stump where her arm used to be.

      “They ripped off her arm and it’s like they got spooked,” said Jenna. “But why?”

      She then turned to look at Alex. “And you did that thing again! The same thing you did in the biosphere! You made sounds like the Jargars do. It’s like you’re . . . talking to them.”

      Alex didn’t know how to answer her. He knew she was right but to admit it out loud was something else entirely.

      Jenna forced him to look at her. “You can understand them, can’t you?”

      “I think . . . yes,” replied Alex finally.

      “How, Alex? What are you? How can you even . . . ?”

      “It’s a story for another time,” he answered. “Not now, not today. Okay?”

      Jenna looked like she didn’t want to agree to that but she didn’t have much of a choice. She nodded reluctantly before looking down at Kristina.

      “Okay, I guess. But it looks like she’s going to need some repairs,” she noted.

      Alex groaned. “Vitale is going to kill me.”

      Jenna actually laughed. “Come on, let’s keep moving.”

      They followed out the door that the Jargars rolled out of minutes earlier, coming upon the main green space of Biosphere Nine—the circular, park-like area that dominated most of the biosphere. Standing on one side of the biosphere, you couldn’t see through to the other side because of how thick the flora was inside. It was also a place where the Jargars could hide without too much trouble.

      “Let’s skirt the edge as much as possible,” advised Alex. “I don’t want the two of us going in there alone. It would be too easy for them to pounce on us.”

      “I agree with that,” replied Jenna. “I really don’t want to be Jargar food after surviving this fight for this long.”

      They moved along the outer walkway, moving toward the sounds of fighting which was thickest on the far end of the biosphere, where the Jargars had managed a breach. Alex and Jenna only saw one Jargar along the way, and a few quick shots from Jenna brought it down easily.

      Watching Jenna take it down like it was nothing was an experience that Alex quite enjoyed. She noticed he was watching her once the creature was dead and gave him a funny look.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.

      Alex grinned. “Nothing at all. You just look so sexy kicking ass right now.”

      To his surprise, she turned red. “Only you would think so.”

      “No way,” replied Alex, covering her rear.

      There was another Jargar in the housing unit they just entered. Jenna fired twice to kill it before looking back at him. “They just don’t know when to give up, do they?”

      “They seem so hardheaded.”

      “I’d say so.”

      A roar came from out on the inner walkway, prompting them to react. Alex looked around the corner from the door, spotting a Jargar closing the distance between them. He shot at the creature’s face, killing it instantly.

      Together, they went back to the hallway and started clearing units in this portion of the biosphere. They were getting closer to the breach and there remained only a small section of the biosphere left to clear (alongside the nature park). After moving through three more housing units, they came to one that functioned as a small schoolroom for the children of the biosphere. It was larger than the housing units but only barely and there were two doors. One main door and one that exited out to another hallway on the other side.

      Alex took point as the door was opened but as soon as he stepped inside, something large and furry connected with his chest, grabbing him inside and throwing him into the air. One of the taller Jargars, but not the one that had destroyed Kristina earlier, had been seemingly waiting just behind the door and the creature used all its energy to smash him against the ground.

      Alex groaned as his back slammed against the tiled floor. The force of the hit knocked the rifle directly out of his hands, falling a short distance away near the Jargar’s feet. The creature took a step forward, putting its full weight against his pulse rifle and destroying it totally.

      “Alex, hold on!” Jenna screamed.

      The Jargar was too quick for her as well. It snatched the rifle out of her hand as bursts of plasma destroyed part of the wall. Jenna screamed as the creature grabbed her by the hair, yanking her behind it as they made for the other exit.

      Alex had the wind knocked out of him but he wasn’t done yet. He crawled over to Jenna’s discarded rifle and prayed it still worked. Grabbing it, he managed to get off one shot before the creature slipped out the backdoor, missing him entirely.

      The sounds of fighting around him got louder but it was punctuated with a new sound—the sound of Jenna’s screams.

      Using the last reserves of his strength, Alex pushed to his feet and began to take after them, dashing toward the exit. He rounded the corner and saw a flash of the Jargar as his furry paw backhanded against Alex. In the next moment, the creature raised Alex off his feet, repeatedly smashing him against the wall. The creature was so close that the pulse rifle was pinned against Alex’s chest, leaving him unable to get off any shots without breaking contact.

      Without being able to touch the ground, Alex was helpless against the beast. It roared in his face, a terrifying experience that Alex struggled to get away from. He could even smell the foul stench on the creature’s breath—something that smelled like iron, no doubt from human blood.

      Finally, the creature raised Alex all the way to the ceiling and smashed him down against the tiles as hard as could be.

      Alex felt something in his back crack at that moment. He wasn’t sure if it was his ribs or part of his spine but the pain was excruciating nonetheless. He was still firing from the rifle but it was hitting nothing but the wall next to him when the Jargar stripped it from him as well.

      “Alex!” Jenna screamed as he was once more picked up and thrown, this time against the wall. The creature picked him up again and again, repeating the process and using its claws to slash against him. His clothes were torn throughout the front part of his body as he started bleeding all over. Alex had only felt pain like this once before, when he broke his back during the Orbital Wars. He was on the verge of losing consciousness, but his rifle was too far away for him to grab anyway.

      At least with the Jargar’s attention focused on him, Jenna was able to grab the discarded rifle. It was nearly too late.

      The Jargar once more picked up Alex, this time by the leg. At that moment, Alex could hear the creature’s thoughts.

      . . . threat to the Ragga’mars . . . he must die . . .

      With that final thought, the creature bit into Alex’s leg right below the knee and clenched its teeth all the way through.

      Alex remembered screaming as the creature’s teeth tore through his flesh. He felt the lower part of his leg get torn and removed from his body before Jenna was able to fire the rifle three times, bringing the creature down (and Alex with him).

      Alex’s head crashed into the tiles, forcing his body still. Pain was still shooting up his leg, and he could just barely see the severed remains of his ankle and his foot laying a short distance away.

      The Jargar next to him let out another groan before Jenna shot it again in the head and then dropped her rifle.

      “Alex! Alex, no!” she cried, coming to his side and pulling him to her. “Alex, stay with me!”

      His head was still spinning. Everything was getting dark, and he could barely make out her face.

      Jenna made a call through her P-com. “I need help, the commander is down! I need help right now! Medical attention, anything, please!”

      But Alex was losing consciousness. He felt like this might be the end. He mouthed something to Jenna, something that was only three words long before he finally succumbed to the darkness.

      The last thing he heard was Jenna’s tearful pleas.

      “Alex, stay with me! Don’t go, Alex! Please don’t die!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 84

          

        

      

    

    
      Time didn’t mean much to anything or anyone at that moment. The only thing that existed was darkness, deep within the confines of space and time.

      For far too long, that darkness consumed everything except pain. It was throbbing pain, one that came and went every hour of the day which only served to make the darkness unbearable.

      After so many days, consciousness awakened but only barely.

      Alex was vaguely aware he was laying on something comfortable. Some kind of bed but he wasn’t sure where it, or he, was. He could hear . . . talking but vaguely. Almost like the same sounds the Jargars had made but they reverberated through his skull more quickly than what could be understood.

      The most annoying thing was the beeping just to his right side. What was it? Why was it there? Was this some kind of aftermath after all? Men talked of all kinds of fates after death—heaven, Valhalla, even some kind of gray-walled purgatory.

      Was he dead or was he still alive?

      “Hold on, he’s coming to. He’s conscious,” said a voice, a male one just off to his right, next to the beeping.

      “Can he hear us? Can he hear me?” came a female voice, one that was familiar to him. One that contained a great deal of affection—Jenna.

      “He should be able to but he might not be able to respond yet,” replied the man. “He’s been too grievously wounded.”

      Alex felt something touch his hand. At first it was just a touch and then it wrapped around his fingers. It was another hand.

      “Alex, I’m here,” came Jenna’s whisper. “You’re alive. Can you hear me?”

      He wanted to say something to her, anything to put her at ease but he still couldn’t talk. He couldn’t even open his eyes. How could he get the message to her?

      What came out of his mouth was some crude form of moaning. It sounded nothing like what he actually wanted to say but it was all he was capable of in that moment.

      “He can hear you,” said the man, a doctor Alex figured.

      Jenna started soothing his arm with her free hand. “You’re going to be just fine. If you can hear me, I’m safe. We’re all safe, thanks in large part to you. The Jargars are gone and the city is safe. And you . . . you’re going to be just fine. I love you so much, Alex.”

      Her voice was choked up as she said that last sentence, which made Alex wonder what was truly wrong with him. He could still feel pain shooting up his leg, triggering the memory of lying on the ground in the biosphere, his severed leg a short distance away.

      Was the leg lost to him for good? Would he ever walk again? And what else was wrong with him?

      His sudden anxiety made the beeping start to increase in frequency. He could feel Jenna tightening her grip.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked the doctor. “What’s happening?”

      “He’s losing consciousness again. Going back to sleep.”

      Alex fought that as best he could but his body had other ideas. Despite Jenna’s pleas, he fell back into a deep slumber.

      And the enormity of the darkness greeted him once again.

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      Alex’s eyes opened suddenly. He was still in the bed that he’d been in for awhile now, possibly days. It was nighttime judging by how little light was coming through the window, but even still, it strained his eyes after not using them for so long. There was a terrible taste in his mouth, something that tasted like spoiled cabbage. He needed something to drink quickly.

      Turning his head slowly, he saw that he wasn’t alone. Jenna was there, except she was sleeping. She was curled up in the chair next to his bed. Her hair was a mess and she was sleeping soundly. Judging the bag of her belongings next to the chair and on the table next to it, she’d been there for some time. But how long?

      “You’re awake.”

      Alex turned toward the sound of the voice, another familiar one. His body moved slowly until he saw yet another visitor. Annette was by the door, and she smiled when she saw him, closing the distance to his bed.

      “We weren’t sure when you might wake up all the way,” whispered Annette. “It’s been almost a week.”

      “A week?” muttered a groggy Alex. “A week since what? The attack?”

      Annette nodded. “They found you unconscious and bleeding heavily near the breached door of Biosphere Nine, the same one that leads to the training grounds. You might have bled out if not for Jenna. She was the one that got the doctors to you as quickly as possible. I’d hate to imagine what might have happened if she hadn’t been there.”

      “She killed that Jargar too,” said Alex. “That Jargar that tore me up. I just couldn’t free myself in time but she acted quickly and killed it.”

      Annette smiled. “She hasn’t left your side since then. Every few hours I come up here to check on you, and she’s never left.”

      Alex turned his head to look over at the sleeping Jenna. She’d been so badass during the attack, but right now she’d never looked more innocent.

      “Thank god,” replied Alex before looking back at Annette. “Should we wake her? I bet she’d be happy to know I’m awake, especially if it’s the first time.”

      “Let her sleep for now,” said Annette. “She’s been very haggard the last few days. Sleeping in that chair hasn’t been good for her. Every time I’ve seen her get out of it, she acts like someone decades older but she won’t even hear of going back to the housing unit. Let her rest for now.”

      Alex nodded his head slowly. “I guess so. You’ve been here too then? Every few hours?”

      Annette smiled and caressed his face. “Of course. I’ve been worried sick. We all have—Ellie too. I’m just glad you’re finally awake.

      “I’ve really been out for a week,” grumbled Alex, hardly believing it. “What did I miss? The attack was beaten off? What happened after?”

      The smile fell from Annette’s face. “Not much after you were knocked out. The rest of the Jargars were pushed out of Biosphere Nine. Only a handful escaped. We recovered nearly sixty dead Jargars from Six and Nine alone. It’s definitely the most we’ve ever seen at one time.”

      “What about the mining biosphere?” asked Alex. “There were probably a couple hundred dead Jargars outside as well as inside the mine.”

      Annette shook her head. “I don’t know. We had a Council meeting immediately after the attack and it was determined that we take care of the city first, looking after our core defenses. For right now, the mines have been abandoned.”

      Alex’s eyes went wide. “Abandoned? How did that one get through? I can’t imagine Belladonna liked that very much.”

      “No, she’s chomping at the bit to get them reopened but most Vestans are still against the idea. Too many people were lost in the attack.”

      Alex felt his stomach drop. “What was the final tally of the dead?”

      Annette winced. “Forty-four Vestans were killed in the attack between the miners, VDF, and the civilians in Biosphere Nine. A further nineteen are still recovering from their wounds, mostly miners. It would appear that the mine attack wasn’t their main strike.”

      “It was a diversion,” replied Alex. “They wanted us to take our forces to the mines. They wanted to collapse them in on us, trapping as many VDF in the mines so they could have a free hand attacking the city.”

      Annette shivered. “Do you really think that’s the case, Alex? That would change everything. Everything that we know about the Jargars.”

      “The sooner this colony stops treating them as dumb creatures, the better,” he replied. “These creatures have intelligence, possibly as much intelligence as we do. Just more deadly.”

      “What are we going to do?” she whispered. “The whole city is still paralyzed. We’ve replaced the doors on Biosphere Nine but people still refuse to go back there. Everyone who lived there before the attack has requested to be moved to another unit. We’ve made the changes but the biosphere is completely empty now. And then there’s the whole thing with the mines. If we can’t mine, we can’t keep the city running.”

      “But we can barely defend ourselves right now,” replied Alex. “We need to focus on our own defense. When I’m back on my feet, we’ll need to push through all the changes I want to make. With this last attack, it should be the impetus we need to get all my changes through.”

      Annette gave him a worried look. “We should talk about that too.”

      “Why, what’s wrong?”

      “It’s Belladonna,” replied Annette. “She hasn’t been idle while you’ve been in your coma. She’s telling everyone that will listen that it’s your fault we were attacked. That you left us vulnerable to the Jargars. That you let the city’s defenses decay from what Commander Rooney put in place.”

      Alex could already feel his anger threatening to boil over. “That’s complete bullshit, Annette! Every Council meeting, I’ve requested changes. I’ve warned them about what was going to happen. If anyone is responsible for the poor state of Vesta’s defenses, it’s Belladonna!”

      “You and I know that,” said Annette. “But you know how persuasive she can be. As soon as you’re back on your feet, she’s going to try to get you pushed off the Council and the leadership of the VDF. I can just feel it, Alex. She sees this as her way to defeat you.”

      “She wants a fight? She’s got one,” growled Alex. “The Vestan people will know the difference. They know who’s kept them safe. They also know how Belladonna really is. This won’t work the way she wants it to.”

      “I just don’t know, Alex. The Vestans are scared right now. We knew the threat against the mining biosphere but it’s never really been against the city. Our own city was breached and we lost a biosphere. Everyone is panicky and looking for someone to blame for this. You know what happens when people get afraid.”

      “Yeah, they become irrational,” muttered Alex.

      “Exactly. It’s my fear that Belladonna is going to use that against you. Against all of us. And then what’s going to happen to Vesta? Nothing that I’d want to see. And I fear this retribution is going to fall on your shoulders, Alex. And there’s nothing we can do to stop it. That’s also not mentioning . . .”

      Alex looked at her. “Not mentioning what? What else could go wrong?”

      Annette took a deep breath so that she could give him a brave look. “Did you not notice yet? What’s missing?”

      Alex didn’t get what she was saying until she pointed to his legs. When the realization hit him, Alex pulled up the bed sheet, only to find a white stump where his left foot once was. Everything that was just below the knee was gone.

      “And my leg is gone now too,” grumbled Alex. “Just fucking great.”
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      For Alex, the first full day of being out of the coma only made him want to go back in it.

      “Fucking hell, that hurts,” growled Alex, grinding his teeth as the doctor inspected the stump where his left foot used to be. “Can’t you give me anything more for the pain?”

      “You’re on the highest dose we have right now,” replied the doctor. “Just Jargar it for a little longer. I’m almost done.”

      Alex grabbed the edges of the hospital bed until his knuckles turned white. Just next to him, Jenna was softly caressing his arm, no doubt trying to keep him calm. She wore an expression of frustration on her face as well.

      “How soon will he be fitted with the prosthetic?” she asked. “How much longer does he have to be here?”

      “This afternoon we’ll fit him with what he needs,” replied the doctor, poking Alex’s wound once more. “Of course, there will be a recovery period as he gets used to it but my expectation is that he’ll get used to it quickly. You won’t be here for very long with our accelerated rehabilitation program.”

      For the next ten minutes, the doctor gave them as much information as they could handle, giving them all they needed to know about the prosthetic and the rehab program before making his exit. Once he was gone, Alex laid back in bed and put his arm over his face.

      “It took everything I had not to sock him, I swear,” he said from under his arm. “Every time he poked me it felt like molten hot iron being jammed through my leg.”

      Jenna grabbed a cup of water. “Here, drink this. You’ll feel better.”

      Alex downed it quickly before requesting another, which she gladly brought. Even though he was still angered about his leg, at least Jenna’s presence was calming him down.

      She smiled at him. “Any better?”

      “Only because you’re here,” replied Alex. He used his arms to scoot toward the edge of the bed. “Come here, will you? You’re too far away.”

      The gorgeous blonde came willingly, slipping onto the bed and pressing against his side. She rested her head against his chest, allowing Alex to wrap his arm around her back.

      “This is really nice,” she said with a small sigh.

      “This is the treatment that I need. I need you in my arms.”

      Jenna turned her head to look at him. “I needed it too. These last few days have been the worst of my life. Ever since I saw what that Jargar did to you. I’ve never felt so much pain.”

      “They’re not going to take me that easily,” vowed Alex. “I’m not going to leave you.”

      Jenna smiled. “You better not. I love you too much for that to happen.”

      “You still love me even if I’m half a man now?” he asked, gesturing to his leg.

      Jenna rolled her eyes. “Do you really even need to ask that?”

      “Sorry. Just a fear of mine.”

      “Well, get it out of your head. Nothings changes between us, okay? We just have to make sure you get healed. Besides, even with a missing leg, you’re more of a man than anyone I’ve ever met.”

      Alex chuckled with her. “So now what do we do?”

      “We just take things one day at a time,” she replied. “Things won’t go back to normal just yet but I know we can get there. Can you take things one day at a time with me?”

      Alex found himself nodding. “I can do that.”

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      It was the following evening when they had another talk that was a little more serious than the first. Alex had already been fitted with his prosthetic—a titanium alloy exoskeleton that had a flesh-like covering over the foot. The material was similar to what was used for the Womb’ans, and even Alex had to admit that he couldn’t tell much of a difference when he compared it to his other foot.

      The only problem was the pain. Getting fitted for it had been an agonizing experience, and it would still take some time before the feeling went away. That night, it  receded to such a degree that Alex could actually have a real conversation without being blinded by pain.

      As was becoming usual, Jenna was once more in his bed, pressed against his side. It was already past dark in Vesta, and the only light in the room came from a small lamp in the corner.

      “I’ve been thinking,” said Jenna quietly. “About what happens when you get out of here. When they release you from the hospital.”

      “What about that?” asked Alex.

      “About us,” she replied. “And our relationship. And our living conditions.”

      “That sounds only slightly ominous,” said Alex. “You’re making me nervous.”

      “Don’t be,” she said, giggling. “I was thinking more in respect to Ellie. And Annette.”

      Alex raised an eyebrow. “What about them?”

      “Isn’t it obvious? I mean, I’m going to need some help once we get back taking care of you. And they are so close to us that I thought it would make sense to invite them to . . . move in. Help me take care of you.”

      “Oh, that,” said Alex, surprised. “I wasn’t expecting that.”

      Jenna started to smile. “Well, they might help me with other things too. If you catch my drift.”

      “Do you mean what I think you mean?”

      Jenna started to turn red. “Listen, I’ve been thinking a lot about this. I love you, and I know that you love me. That’s the only reason why I’m considering this. Well, apart from knowing Vestan customs now. And I know that Ellie and Annette are both interested in you, despite how they try to hold it back.”

      Alex almost snorted. To him, it seemed like Ellie and Annette took every chance to remind him of how attracted they were to him. It certainly seemed obvious.

      “I just thought that now that we’re bona fide Vestans, we could live like them,” finished Jenna. “As long as that’s something you want?”

      “You’re offering me the deal of a lifetime,” joked Alex. “You’re offering me two extra women in my bed. How could I turn that down?”

      Jenna started to laugh. “Well, they’d be in my bed too. The only way this works is if we love each other together. Otherwise there might be favorites.”

      “I can make it work though,” said Alex. “Especially if you can.”

      “I suppose we just need to clear it with Ellie and Annette,” she replied. “Although I’m sure that’s just a formality. Can you make me one promise though? I guess the one thing I really want to know is that I’ll always be your number one? In this relationship, I want to always come first. No matter what develops with it down the line.”

      “I’m with you, Jenna. That’s an easy thing to promise,” said Alex. “I’m going to put your needs before anyone else. No matter what.”

      The promise seemed to satisfy her greatly. Jenna reached over and kissed him tenderly. “I needed to hear that. I really did. I love you, Alex.”

      “I love you too, Jenna.”
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      “Alex! How’s my favorite VDF commander doing this morning?”

      Alex couldn’t help but grin as Vitale made his way into his hospital room. It was already the following day, and Jenna was sitting next to his bed when Vitale arrived, holding something that caught their attention right from the start.

      “I’m sure you remember Kristina’s severed arm, right?” asked Vitale, waving the appendage in the air several times. “Those Jargars really did a number to it. They chewed through half of the wiring on the wrist and severed the exoskeleton. It’s going to be hard to replace!”

      “Is that why you’re here?” joked Alex. “To stick me with the bill for a replacement? I know those Womb’an bodies aren’t exactly cheap.”

      “Well, that’s a talk for another day, I suppose,” admitted Vitale. “I’m not here to collect any money from you, although I am still getting a good portion of your salary for those sensors. We might need to find something to barter with for Kristina 3.0.”

      “I’ll barter my position on the Council,” said Alex, chuckling. “You can deal with Belladonna instead of me.”

      Vitale waved his hands (as well as Kristina’s). “No, that sounds like torture to me. Nice try, Alex.”

      “It was worth a shot,” Alex replied, shrugging.

      “No, what I was really here to talk about was your new foot,” said Vitale, tapping the prosthetic with the metal end of Kristina’s arm. “How’s it holding up so far? You know this is one of my designs, right?”

      “Well, the pain has gone down but it’s still really itchy,” answered Alex. “I don’t suppose there’s anything that can be done about that though, right?”

      “Nope, not even close. But it’ll go away with time as you get used to it. Have you tried walking around on it yet?”

      “Enough times just going to and from the bathroom. And it’s awkward. I still can’t move very fast and it hurts a little to put weight on it. But I’m getting used to it.”

      “If only we had the resources to clone you a new foot, we’d do it,” said Vitale. “But we can’t do it here. Maybe someday, you can make a jaunt to Alpha Prime or Emporium or somewhere like that and get a proper cloned foot but for now this will have to do.”

      “I’ll make it work,” promised Alex. “What other options do I have anyway?”

      “You could always learn to fly,” offered Vitale. “But I guess you’d still have to land eventually so even that wouldn’t get around it.”

      Alex started to laugh as he turned to Jenna. “See what I was saying? He’s certainly entertaining, isn’t he?”

      Jenna giggled. “Vitale, it’s not hard to see why everyone likes you.”

      “Well, almost everyone,” replied the mad scientist as he broke out into a grin. “But I’ll take the compliment either way! But you two are going to need more than compliments to pay for the new Kristina.”

      With Vitale bringing up Kristina, Alex was reminded of something he wanted to ask, and now was the perfect time.

      “Vitale, do you still have the old Kristina’s body? I see you have the arm but do you still have the rest of her?”

      “She’s sitting in my lab as we speak. Why do you ask?”

      Alex pursed his lips. “During the fight, Jenna and I were cornered by three Jargars when Kristina burst into the room. The Jargars didn’t think anything about attacking her and ripping off her arm but then something happened. As soon as the arm was off, they abruptly stopped attacking anyone and left the room as fast as they could. I’m trying to figure out why that happened.”

      “It wasn’t because you were shooting at them, right?” joked Vitale.

      “No, well, yes, but that hasn’t stopped them from attacking before. They don’t seem to have much of a regard for our weapons but something happened when Kristina’s arm was ripped off. Something that stopped them, something they didn’t like. I’m trying to figure out why and if it’s something we could use in the future. Did she give off any kind of . . . noise when the arm was severed?”

      Alex knew it was a noise because he heard the Jargars complaining about it. But to come right out and say that he heard them would open up a can of worms that Vesta (or he) might not be ready for just yet. So he phrased his question in such a way to allow Vitale to get to the answer on his own, without telling him outright.

      

      Vitale seemed to be taking his words to heart as he examined Kristina’s arm. “Hmm, this portion of her exoskeleton housed her motion progression system as well as her internal water processes. It’s technically possible that severing those systems might emit a short term frequency but I’d have to test it more to be sure.”

      “Motion progression system?” asked Jenna. “So would that explain why she lost balance and fell over right after the arm was off?”

      “Well, somewhat,” replied Vitale. “The Womb’an is a complicated piece of machinery, with so many vital functions packed into a small package. Losing any limb shouldn’t be catastrophic to performance because I have a specific algorithm that works with the internal gyroscope to maintain balance. The problem with that is the algorithm wasn’t robust enough because I never expected her to be in a combat situation. With the failure of the gyroscope, she goes down. Make sense?”

      “It does,” replied Alex. “I’m wondering if that caused the noise.”

      Vitale rubbed his chin. “I’m not sure but now you’ve both given me some food for thought. I’ll investigate this and get back to you as soon as I can.”

      “If there is some kind of noise that the Jargars hate, then there’s a chance we could replicate it and put it into our defenses,” added Alex. “Either way, it’s worth a shot.”

      “Oh, it’s worth much more than a shot,” replied Vitale. “If you’re right about this, and we can take it back to the city to show them something else that works as more than just a warning system, as an actual Jargar repellent, then we might be able to really turn the mood around in this colony. Because everyone, and I mean everyone, is about as demoralized and afraid as they can get right now.”

      Alex nodded his head. “All the more reason for us to give them something to hope in once again. Let me know what you find out about this.”

      Vitale smiled. “You got it, Alex.”
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      “Come on, just a bit further. And then we’ll be done for the day.”

      Alex couldn’t have heard words any sweeter. He was hot and sweaty as he attended his first rehabilitation for his new foot. The PT was putting him through several motions to get used to walking again, and while the walking part wasn’t that hard, it was the pain that he was having trouble with.

      At least Jenna was there to motivate him.

      “Just a little bit farther, Alex,” she coached. “You’ve got this.”

      He made it to the finish point while grinding his teeth. With the exercise over, he collapsed into a chair to take pressure off his foot. At least he was done for today.

      “Same time and place tomorrow, okay, Alex?” said the PT, looking very pleased with the progress.

      “Can’t wait,” replied Alex sarcastically.

      Thankfully, the PT didn’t stay, and Jenna grabbed him some water as she sat down next to him.

      “Not bad for the first session,” she said cheerfully. “You’ve made quicker progress than I thought!”

      “I still feel like a cripple,” grumbled Alex. “And it’s painful just to walk these days. Who knows how long that’s going to last?”

      “It will be over before you know it,” she replied. “You just have to be hopeful. A good attitude goes a long way.”

      Alex cracked a smile as he looked at her. “At least I have you to be my good attitude. Especially when I’m being pissy about it.”

      Jenna matched his smile. “What would you do without me?”

      “I really hope I never have to find out.”

      Jenna leaned over to kiss him as two visitors appeared at the door.

      Hans and Rick entered the room, and neither of them looked too happy that morning. With Alex being in the hospital since the attack, Hans had taken temporary leadership of the VDF, or rather, what remained of it. Of the forty-four people that had died in the attack, nearly a third of them were VDF. That meant their numbers were once again dangerously low, even if the mining biosphere had been temporarily abandoned.

      “You two don’t look like you’re here to deliver good news,” noted Alex. “It’s either that or you’ve come to tell me you’re kicking me out and taking over for good, Hans.”

      Hans’ eyes went wide. “No, the job is yours as soon as you want to come back. Speaking of, how soon will that be?”

      “Really want me back that bad?” asked Alex. “It can’t be too terrible being in charge.”

      Both Hans and Rick looked at each other before looking back at Alex.

      “It’s a clusterfuck out there, Alex,” said Rick. “Not only did we lose a lot of good men during the attack, but now we’re getting hit with waves of men who are trying to resign.”

      “Resign?” asked Alex, surprised. “Like who?”

      “There’s been ten of them as of this morning,” replied Hans. “And the more that come forward will probably encourage those that don’t have the confidence to do it yet.”

      “Can they even do that?” asked Jenna. “Resign, I mean? Being in the VDF isn’t like being in the cleaning detail.”

      “Not without penalties,” replied Hans. “When you sign up for the VDF, you enlist for the entire year. Once the year period is up, you reenlist again if you choose to, which most people have historically done as long as they aren’t miserable doing it. Most of the men who have asked to resign have contracts that are expiring in a few months. They want an early dismissal.”

      “We can’t afford to lose any more men right now,” said Alex. “Especially with our recent losses. We need as many VDF here to defend the city, at least until we can enroll new replacements for anyone who wants to leave.”

      “How long would that be?” asked Rick. “Are we even authorized to get any more personnel or would Belladonna try to obstruct that as much as possible?”

      “She might obstruct it until she gets me removed and then allow it after the fact,” muttered Alex. “From what I’m hearing, she wants to place the entire attack at my feet.”

      Both Hans and Rick gave him an incredulous look. “That’s got to be the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. She expects the people are going to go for that farce?”

      Alex shrugged. “Who knows? People do crazy things when they’re afraid. I’m not sure what would happen but I wouldn’t put it past Belladonna to try her damnedest to get me removed.”

      “What do you want to do about the men trying to resign right now?” asked Hans. “I’ve put it to the side, claiming that I don’t have any real authority to make the decision but these men are going to need answers soon.”

      “I’ll think of something,” said Alex as he rubbed his eyes. “Just give me the night to think it over.”

      “We might not have that long,” warned Hans. “Many Vestans are making plans about boarding the next ship to go to another colony. They want to abandon Vesta.”

      “We have such a small population as is,” said Jenna. “If we lose even more people, we’re going to get into a spiral that we can’t easily get out of.”

      “Jenna’s right. A lot of things are happening right now that don’t bode well for Vesta. But I don’t mean to be all doom and gloom today,” said Hans. “Just wanted you to know what we were hearing. Sooner or later, we’re going to have to address all of this.”

      “You’re right, Hans,” said Alex. “Let me think it over. I don’t expect I’ll be here for too much longer but I’ll start working on it now.”

      That was good enough for Hans and Rick and they soon left the room, leaving Alex with Jenna. By that point, Alex was able to voice the frustration he felt.

      “It’s like I can see what’s coming but I have no ability to stop it,” grumbled Alex. “Belladonna is never going to care until Vesta has been completely destroyed, and all the people along with it. She’s never going to allow us to put in a real solution to the Jargar problem.”

      “No, no, she’s not,” muttered Jenna. “But we knew that from the beginning, right? We just need to get her out of the way.”

      “If only that was so easy.”

      Alex was deep in thought for several moments as he contemplated his options. Jenna was mostly quiet as well, and it wasn’t hard to tell that something was on her mind too. He just never expected the actual topic when it finally came out of her mouth.

      “Alex,” she said softly. “You can communicate with the Jargars, can’t you?”

      There was no sense in trying to hide it, not at this stage. So Alex didn’t bother.

      “I can hear them,” said Alex. “I can hear their thoughts. I don’t know how I can do that or why. But now I’ve found out that they have their own speech, and apparently I can talk back to them.”

      “And no one else can,” whispered Jenna. “No one else can do what you do.”

      “I guess not.”

      Jenna turned to look at him. “How long have you known about being able to hear them? When did that start?”

      “Almost as soon as we arrived at Vesta,” he answered. “One of the first attacks we had, I could hear them. They called us intruders and they were trying to kill us. Whether they meant that as intruders to the planet, since humans aren’t supposed to be here in the first place, or as intruders to their local home, I don’t really know. I just remember that word being thrown around—intruder.”

      “Did they call you that during the attack? Intruder?”

      Alex shook his head. “No, they called me something else. The communicator.”

      Jenna started to rub her shoulders with her hands. “So they know? They know you can understand them?”

      “And it got a mixed response,” said Alex. “One didn’t want to kill me because I could communicate with them while the one that took my foot didn’t think the same way. It’s like there are two factions within the Jargars.”

      “This is getting so bizarre,” whispered Jenna. “I knew something wasn’t right at the mining biosphere but I could see it again when we got to the city. Alex, what are you? You can communicate with Jargars, and you’re faster and stronger than just about any man I’ve ever met.  Are you even human?”

      Alex swallowed the lump in his throat, knowing what was coming. The fact that it was Jenna that was asking meant he had to tell her what was going on. Even if he didn’t have all the answers, he at least wanted her to know what he knew.

      “Do you remember the doctor from the Racine?” asked Alex. “Dr. Barnes?”

      Jenna nodded. “The same guy that showed up dead?”

      “That’s the one,” replied Alex. “When he did his examination of me, he found something . . . in my brain. Or rather, alongside my brain if that makes sense.”

      Jenna started to pale. “What do you mean? Like a tumor?”

      “I don’t think it’s a tumor,” said Alex. “But I don’t know what it is. All I know is that Barnes didn’t think I was . . . human. In his own words, he thought I was some kind of alien species.”

      Jenna stared at him for several minutes before she found the words to respond. “You can’t be serious. You’re joking with me, right?”

      “I wish I was,” said Alex. “Believe me, it’s kept me up nights ever since it happened. As far I know, I had a pretty normal life until coming to Vesta. Now all I have are questions.”

      “But why send you to Vesta then?” asked Jenna. “If you’re some kind of different species, why send you to a colony where you could possibly die?”

      “Barnes never got a chance to report his findings,” replied Alex. “No sooner had he made his report than he was killed by Serrano’s men. I saw the write-up he did that he was sending back to Earth. No doubt if that write-up went through, I don’t think I would have gotten off the ship.”

      “It would explain so much,” noted Jenna. “So much about you that didn’t make sense. I always just thought you were . . . special. But this is something else entirely.”

      Alex didn’t want to ask the next question but he had to know. His heart demanded it.

      “Does it change the way you feel about me? Not knowing what I am? Or what I could become?”

      Jenna’s answer was quick and confident.

      “Not in the slightest,” she said as she wrapped her arms around him. “I still love you no matter what you are. Don’t get me wrong, I really want to know now. And I’ll help you with finding answers as long as you want to know but it doesn’t change the way I feel about you.”

      Alex exhaled loudly. “Well, that’s a relief.”

      Jenna giggled. “Did you really think my feelings could change that easily?”

      “I have no idea. It’s not every day you find out your boyfriend might be an alien.”

      “Speaking of which, have you told anyone else?” she asked. “Rick? Annette? Ellie? Does anyone else know?”

      Alex shook his head. “Just you. And I want it to stay like that for now. I don’t want to be a circus show. I just want to live my life the way it’s been going. At this point, I don’t want answers. Maybe down the line, I will, but for now, I just want to help Vesta. That’s why I want you to promise me that you’ll keep this between us. No one else for now. Can you do that?”

      Jenna reached out and squeezed his hand. “Of course. I can keep a secret. No one else has to know.”

      “Thanks,” said Alex as a small grin grew on his face. “Besides, we don’t need to give Belladonna any more ammunition than she already has. Can’t you see her railing to the people about having an alien in their midst? She’d make me out to be as bad as the Jargars.”

      Jenna shrugged and then brought up a very good point. “Not if she knew that you had the ability to potentially end this conflict between Vesta and the Jargars. I’d say that might make you the only man on the planet that could actually stop the bloodshed.”

      Jenna had a point. If communication was possible between the two groups, maybe Alex was best posed to be able to achieve peace?

      If peace was even attainable with the bloodthirsty Jargars.
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      The next morning, Alex heard the words he’d been waiting to hear ever since the attack.

      “You’re being discharged today. You’re free to go home,” said the nurse, once she gave him his pain medication.

      Though Alex knew he was far from fully healed, at least he could get out of this hospital and back to some semblance of normality. And although it hurt to walk still with his new leg, at least he had a cane for balance, as well as Jenna’s support on his other side.

      “We’ll go as slow as you need to go,” she advised as they made their way out of Biosphere Five. “Take your time.”

      “Christ, I’m not your grandmother, Jenna,” joked Alex. “You don’t need to baby me like this.”

      “No, but I’m still going to take care of you,” she shot back. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

      “How did we switch roles?” he asked with a chuckle. “I was supposed to be your protector, not the other way around.”

      “You still are,” she replied with a coy smile. “You just need me right now a little bit more.”

      “I suppose you’re right.”

      Together, they hobbled down the walkway to Biosphere One before crossing over to Biosphere Three. There weren’t many people out at this time of day, not like it usually was. Alex knew that a good portion of them that weren’t working were locked up in their homes, still afraid of any future Jargar attacks.

      With all that had happened, he couldn’t say he blamed them.

      Finally, they stepped into Biosphere Three, even as Alex was deep in thought. Jenna smiled at him before they entered the unit. Alex took a deep breath of the air inside, smelling a hint of Jenna as soon as the door closed.

      It was great to be home.

      For the next couple hours, Alex didn’t want for anything. Jenna cooked his first homemade meal in about a week, which tasted heavenly compared to the sterile hospital food.

      After breakfast, Jenna curled against him on the couch, resting her head against his shoulder as he wrapped an arm around her. She let out a content moan as her hand fell on his thigh. They continued to enjoy each other’s company for another hour until Jenna looked at the time.

      “Crap, I have to run,” she said, standing up from the couch. “My shift’s about to start.”

      “Work?” he asked. “I thought you were off today?”

      “I was but I need to go in anyway. Don’t worry, I’ve arranged to have someone stop by to sit with you in case you need anything.”

      “Who would that be?” asked Alex, before hearing a knock at the door.

      His question was answered as soon as Vitale appeared.

      “Alex! How are you feeling?” asked Vitale, striding into the room. “Glad to see you’re home!”

      Jenna gave him a kiss before walking out the door, but not before thanking Vitale for his time.

      “Glad to be home, Vitale,” said Alex before he looked beyond Vitale to see another familiar face. “Would that happen to be Kristina 3.0?”

      “Alex!” said the new Kristina as she rushed to his side, wrapping her arms around him. “I was so worried about you. The last thing I remember was getting attacked by the Jargars, which left you and Jenna alone. I was worried sick.”

      Alex couldn’t help but chuckle. Vitale’s creation was so lifelike that it was hard to remember that she was just an android.

      “As you can probably tell, I was able to once again pull her memory processes from the attack,” noted Vitale. “It was much easier to pull it this time since I had it stored on my servers. Although, I have to say getting another Womb’an body from the stores wasn’t cheap.”

      “Just add it to my tab,” replied Alex. “I know I owe you a ton of money. Frankly, I wouldn’t have been surprised if you held onto making her until I could actually pay for it.”

      Vitale’s head went back and forth. “I thought about it but ultimately decided against it. I know you’ll be good for the money.”

      Before Alex could say anything else, he got a message on his P-com. At first, he thought it might be Jenna checking in on him already but he found that it was from Annette.

      “Councilor’s meeting has been scheduled for tomorrow morning at nine o’clock. Belladonna just put the call in. We should meet up beforehand.”

      “Anything important?” asked Vitale as Alex read the message.

      “Very important,” said Alex dryly. “It looks like Belladonna has figured out I’ve been released from the hospital. Now she’s going to try to get me thrown out of Vesta.”
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      Just before the Council meeting the next morning, Alex met up with Annette so they could talk about what was likely to happen. And none of the scenarios were good ones.

      “I’m telling you, Alex,” said Annette while they were walking. “She’s going to try to throw you off the Council. She’s got the entire city whipped up in a frenzy about this.”

      “I thought we couldn’t remove someone without an overwhelming majority,” said Alex. “You and I would never vote for it, so isn’t this all just for show?”

      “We know that and I’m sure she does too,” said Annette. “But I expect she’ll have something up her sleeve. She always does. I just don’t know what it is yet.”

      “Here’s to hoping my cane gets me a sympathy vote then,” said Alex, while tapping it against his titanium foot.

      Annette gave him a worried look. “This has me pretty nervous, Alex. I’ve been hearing what the people have to say. They want someone to blame for all the deaths that occurred. I’m afraid she’s going to pin the whole thing on you.”

      Alex thought about that for a second before he met Annette’s gaze. “Then we’ll just have to give the people someone else to blame then.”

      Annette nodded her head and they kept walking toward the Council chambers.

      “By the way, would you happen to know what Jenna wants to talk about?” she asked. “She mentioned that you two wanted to talk to Ellie and I, but not why.”

      Alex managed to smile. “I do know but I can’t give it away yet. Jenna wants to do the honors.”

      Annette gave him a weird look. “This doesn’t sound too promising.”

      “Trust me, it is. I think you’ll like the request.”

      “Can’t you give me the tiniest hint?”

      Alex shook his head. “You’ll find out soon enough, I promise.”

      “You better work quickly,” noted Annette as she opened the door to the Council chambers and found that Belladonna and Cassara were glaring at them instantly. “We might not have much time left.”

      It didn’t take long for everyone to take their seats and for the Council to kick off. And no one was surprised when Belladonna started down her predicted path.

      “My fellow Councilors, our beloved homeland is under attack,” she said dramatically, putting her wrist across her forehead like an actress. “Over a week ago, our city was attacked by a vile group of alien creatures that rampaged across our biospheres and took many cherished lives from us. Immediately following the attack, the Council met to take immediate steps for retribution but that isn’t enough. Someone needs to answer for the attack that was allowed to happen against the city.”

      “And who better to answer for the crime of leaving our city vulnerable than the man who is most responsible for our defense,” continued Belladonna as she pointed her finger at Alex. “It’s because of you, Councilor Alex Hawthorne, that Vesta was put in a vulnerable position in the first place. Your negligence weakened the city to the point where it was actually attacked by the Jargars for the first time in its history. Not only that, but we lost forty-four Vestans in the attack—all of them beloved family members, sons, husbands, daughters, and wives that we can’t replace. This would never have happened if Commander Rooney was still alive.”

      “You might be right about that,” said Alex, pushing to his feet with the help of his cane. “If Rooney was still here, the attack would have been worse. More people would have died without the changes I put into place. At least, the changes I was allowed to put into place.”

      “That’s a lie!” shrieked Belladonna. “The only thing you changed was your stupid sensor toys! You left the city woefully undefended!”

      “And I allowed more volunteers into the VDF,” countered Alex. “Without the additional troops, more people would have died before we rescued the miners and it would have left the city defenseless. Nevertheless, casualties would have been much higher under Rooney. Frankly, the attack didn’t need to happen at all if you would have heeded my warnings about changing our defenses. This is the same thing I’ve been railing against every Council meeting since I was elected.”

      Cassara glared at him. “This meeting isn’t about what you wanted to do, it’s about what you did, Alex. Or rather, what you didn’t do. You are responsible for this city and you failed miserably. You let Vesta be attacked and you need to answer for that. I propose a trial. The Vestan people need to be the ultimate judge of your actions.”

      “An excellent idea,” added Belladonna. “We will look at all evidence and have a trial about your actions, Councilor Hawthorne. Good intentions might be one thing but here at Vesta, you’re judged by what you’ve done, not by what you’ve tried to do. I’ve already filed the charges against you for your criminal negligence as well as involuntary manslaughter and the matter will be put to a vote.”

      “The Council will never convict him,” said Annette. “You need my vote in order to convict and I’ll never give it. So why even go down this road, Belladonna? You know you can’t win on this.”

      Belladonna smiled cruelly. “Oh, I counted on that already, Annette. Which is why I’m going to take a page out of your book. We’re going to have all of Vesta vote on his trial, and the majority will rule on his fate. You know how fiery and passionate the mob runs, Annette. I think you’ll find they are all too willing to render judgment on such a contentious issue.”

      That was the last option that Alex wanted, or Annette judging by the look on her face. Public opinion could be easily swayed, especially if Belladonna already had a head start in whipping up the passions of the Vestan people.

      “Oh, yes,” said Belladonna, clearly pleased with herself. “That same trick that you pulled to save Ellie Vesta is going to come back to haunt you. We’ll see what Vesta has to say about the man who failed to protect her people. And when the guilty verdict comes back, Councilor Hawthorne will not only be ejected from the Council and command of the VDF, but I’ll make sure he gets exiled from Vesta altogether!”

      “This is ridiculous, Belladonna!” yelled Annette, standing to her feet. “You know the blame doesn’t rest with Alex! You’re the one to blame for blocking all the changes he wanted to make. Why isn’t this trial for you?”

      Belladonna shrugged like she didn’t have a care in the world. “You’re welcome to file charges, Annette. But the people seem to agree with my opinion. All across the city, Councilor Hawthorne is the one that they blame the most. Besides, if he really wanted those changes so bad, he could have made them happen on his own accord.”

      Alex snorted. “We all know none of the changes could have happened without the budget to make it so, which you denied. Most of the sensors that are out there currently have been paid out of my own pocket. What else would you have me do with no money to support it?”

      “Not my problem,” sneered Belladonna. “If you wanted them, you should have come up with a sound way to pay for them. You failed, Councilor Hawthorne. And now you’re going to pay the price. The ultimate price if I have anything to do with it. You better start packing your bags. You don’t have much time left in Vesta.”
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      Later on, Annette and Alex briefed Jenna on the happenings of the Council meeting. Needless to say, Jenna was furious.

      “Can she even do that?” the blonde raged. “What about her own negligence? If anyone has to be charged, it ought to be Belladonna!”

      “I agree totally,” replied Annette, shaking her head. “But unfortunately, she can do all that she vowed to do. And if the people are already worked up enough, I’m afraid they are going to throw the book at someone. Belladonna just arranged for Alex to be the first target they see.”

      “We have to find a way out of this,” said Jenna. “How many times has he been wounded in defense of Vesta already? If not for Alex, the attack would have been so much worse. After all we’ve been through, I can’t have him exiled, not now!”

      “We’re going to do everything in our power to blunt Belladonna’s intentions,” promised Annette, but something was different about the way she said it. Annette was one of the most confident women Alex had ever met, but she said those words without really believing in them. Alex suspected that she knew how hard this was really going to be, and what she was saying was really just for Jenna’s benefit.

      “Do we know when this trial is going to be yet?” asked Jenna. “How long will we have to prepare?”

      “As the prosecutor, Belladonna can set it whenever she likes,” explained Annette. “When she feels she has enough evidence against Alex, which I have no doubt she’s working on getting right now.”

      That proved to be an understatement. Not much more than five minutes later, all of their P-coms started to buzz with the news of the date of the trial.

      “Tomorrow!” yelled Jenna. “How can she do that? There’s no time to prepare!”

      Annette started to turn white. “No, I’m guessing she wants it done before we have a chance to prepare an adequate defense. We better get started. Let me call Ellie over as well. She can help us with the preparation.”

      Annette sent the message and Ellie was there within ten minutes. Together, all three women started to review the situation, while asking Alex the occasional question. Even if he didn’t know Jenna’s plan beforehand, it warmed his heart to see all of them working like a team, or even perhaps a family?

      He was still going to need all the help he could get. The Vestan news feed was starting to report on the details of the impending trial, and Alex had seen with his own eyes that the Vestan people were getting fiery about their demand for justice. That was best demonstrated by a banner that now hung in the middle of the Vestan quad.

      The banner made Alex’s blood run cold.

      “No more blood! Vesta demands justice!”

      This wasn’t looking good.
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      By the time the sun rose on the morning of the trial, Alex was far from rested.

      Quite honestly, he was exhausted. He’d been up all night with Jenna, Ellie, Annette, and even Kristina as they tried to search for some way to avoid what was coming today. Last time, Ellie had been saved because of some forgotten passage hidden in the body of a law, and they all hoped it would be the same this time around.

      Needless to say, it wasn’t going to be. There was nothing in Vesta’s body of laws that said Alex couldn’t be tried for his performance as commander of the VDF. There was also nothing that stated that Belladonna couldn’t have a public trial, with the entire city voting on whether or not to strip him of his command and his Council seat.

      All that would matter was which side managed to whip up the crowd’s fury, something that Belladonna had been working on ever since the attack.

      Ellie said it best just a half hour before the trial was about to start. “We’re screwed. Completely and utterly screwed.”

      “Keep searching,” said a frazzled Annette. “We still might find something.”

      With the aid of Kristina, they searched everything they could while Alex practiced what he was going to say with Jenna. He had a rough idea of a speech in mind but whether it would be enough to sway the crowd was anyone’s guess.

      While an individual person might be intelligent and rational, crowds were the exact opposite by default. And Alex knew Belladonna was going to play to that advantage as much as possible. If Alex was kicked off the Council, there was no reason she couldn’t get another one of her allies on it.

      And with Belladonna and Serrano fully in charge of Vesta, Alex had no doubt the city would fall.

      Once it was time, Alex and the women made their way to the central quad where the trial would be had. It wasn’t a great sign when the Vestan citizens already gathered didn’t so much as say a single word when Alex took the stage. Most of them were content to glare at him silently, as if they’d already judged him guilty.

      “This isn’t looking good at all, Alex,” whispered Jenna. “Why does it seem like they hate you already?”

      “Because Belladonna has been working overtime to make sure they do,” he replied. “They’re angry, scared, and upset. And she just gave them the biggest target to direct their fury toward. Unfortunately, that’s me.”

      Jenna gave him a worrisome look. “They aren’t going to be rational about this though, Alex. Even the speech that you have planned is going to come off as too clinical.”

      “I have a plan B,” he replied, giving her a little wink. “Just in case this goes the way I expect, I have something up my sleeve.”

      “I sure hope so,” muttered Jenna as the trial was set to begin.

      They all watched as Belladonna approached the podium. This style of trial would be incredibly simple in its process. Belladonna would get her chance to speak as well as to call any witnesses that she would like, however, she informed them that she would call on no witnesses when the trial was set. To Alex, that seemed like she thought she had an ironclad case against him, but he was going to demonstrate just how shortsighted that actually was.

      After Belladonna spoke, he would be given a chance to speak as well. Alex already planned on using both Annette and Vitale to help him as witnesses, and he could already see Vitale sitting near the front of the crowd.

      Truthfully, he would need all the help he could get. Especially as Belladonna kicked off her speech.

      “Honored citizens of Vesta, may I have your attention,” she began, waving her hands in front of the crowd and forcing all attention on her. “I thank you all for coming here today. I wish that we didn’t have to meet under these dire circumstances but events have forced my hand. We’re here today to discuss a very tragic event that has captured the attention of the whole city. Our beloved homeland is under attack.”

      “Not quite two weeks ago, the ferocious Jargars—the scourge of our city—attacked in force at three separate locations at the same time. This attack resulted in the death of forty-four people, the majority of whom were located in Biosphere Nine when it was breached. Not only was the city attacked in such a flagrant way but so too were the mines, both from below the ground and above it.”

      “We lost many friends and family members in this attack,” said Belladonna, mimicking a sorrowful display by covering her eyes. “And I ask the question—why did this to come to pass? Why was this attack allowed to happen? Most importantly, who is responsible for this attack? I charge that the person that’s responsible is none other than the commander of the VDF and Council member, Alex Hawthorne.”

      At that moment, Belladonna pointed at him, and Alex felt the heat of hundreds of angry eyes turning in his direction. Many of these people he knew, and he was surprised they’d been so easily swayed before he’d even said a word in his defense.

      And Belladonna was just getting started.

      “This is a man who only recently came to Vesta,” she continued. “And he came to Vesta under strange circumstances, I might add. We don’t know the real story about why the Racine blew up before it reached orbit but I now pose the accusation that it was because of Alex Hawthorne’s involvement!”

      Alex gritted his teeth. He turned to look at Serrano, only to see the other man looking back at him with a smug smile. He knew that Serrano was the one that was trying to keep a lid on what really happened on the Racine, going so far as to intimidate and threaten those that wouldn’t go along with his story. And now it appeared Belladonna was going to use it against him as well.

      “But I digress about the Racine,” continued Belladonna. “This trial isn’t about that but rather the actions of Councilor Alex Hawthorne. And he is responsible for this attack against us. Vesta was wholly unprepared for an attack of this magnitude. The great defenses of the city left to us by the late Commander Rooney have been allowed to degrade under Alex’s watch. We have become weaker in his inexperienced hands and I’m afraid he’s put us into a death spiral that we won’t easily come out of.”

      Belladonna held up one finger. “The first troubling issue about Alex Hawthorne is the company he chooses to keep. Not only has he chosen to associate himself with a trouble-making member of the Council—”

      “I’m guessing she’s referring to me,” whispered Annette mid-speech.

      “No doubt,” replied Alex.

      “—but he also chooses to consort with someone who’s already been exiled from Vesta once. I’m talking about Ellie Vesta, who was removed from power for the very same charge—a failure to defend our homes.”

      Ellie looked like she was ready to stand up to defend herself but Alex touched her hand. “Not now. Let her continue. We’ll have our chance to speak.”

      Ellie growled under her breath but she didn’t interfere.

      “What more could be expected from Councilor Hawthorne by the company he keeps? Was such a man doomed from the beginning? I would argue so but that would excuse any such actions that he’s taken, and that is something we cannot do. We must evaluate all his actions since taking over command.”

      “And that leads me to my next point,” she continued, still ticking off her fingers. “Commander Rooney left us with stout defenses, which were bequeathed to Councilor Hawthorne when he took over command. Those defenses include the wall around the city of Vesta, the watchtowers at the mining biosphere, and the human component—our mighty Vestan Defense Force. But in his misguided attempt to take command, Councilor Hawthorne chose to ignore the defenses left to him by Commander Rooney, and he decided to start agitating for unnecessary additions to our defensive network. Many of these defenses would be ruinously expensive for our colony, especially at a time when we must pinch every penny just to get by.”

      “Anyone who thinks we’re pinching pennies has never looked in her housing unit,” muttered Annette.

      “In addition to his unnecessary demands, Councilor Hawthorne has opened the ranks of the VDF to women once again. Women!” shrieked Belladonna, which caused some further grumbling from the crowd. “I’m here to tell you today that Vestan women are workers first and mothers second. They have no place fighting on the front lines against the threat of the Jargars, but Councilor Hawthorne would see to it that your beloved family members are mauled to death in his ridiculous attempts to defend the city!”

      Belladonna put her hand over her eyes again. “If only Commander Rooney were still here to lead us out of this catastrophe! But alas, he is no more. We’ve been left with a subpar successor, and we’ve already tasted the results.”

      She then changed her tone slightly, softening her voice. “In retrospect, I can see why so much power was consolidated in Councilor Hawthorne’s incapable hands. When he came to Vesta, he fooled many of us with charges of prior military experience and skill. When you coupled that with his claims that he supposedly killed two Jargars on his way to Vesta, it’s not hard to see why we turned to him for our defense. Although, I would question whether or not he just stumbled on some Jargar carcass that was already dead but that’s just speculation.”

      “She’s really not holding back at all,” Alex noted to Jenna. “She’s put everything on this.”

      Jenna looked positively frightened. She grabbed his hand and squeezed.

      “Alex, look at the crowd,” she whispered. “They look like they’re ready to kick you out right now!”

      Jenna wasn’t exaggerating. The silent but angry glares had already morphed into something more sinister. If looks could kill, Alex would have been dead many times over. The surprising factor about it was how many people there he’d previously called a friend.

      How could they have turned on him so quickly?

      “In conclusion, Alex Hawthorne isn’t fit to be a leader of this colony,” continued Belladonna. “He has not only shown us that he doesn’t have the experience to command but he doesn't have the knowledge needed to run a successful defense of Vesta. He has squandered the gifts left to us by Commander Rooney and he has allowed our beloved city to be attacked, causing the death of so many that we love. In that light, I move that we not only remove Alex Hawthorne from his position as commander of the VDF and member of the Vestan Council, but I also pose that we eliminate his influence in Vesta once and for all. I make the motion that we exile him for his crimes so that he may never again sully all that we hold so dear to us. What do you have to say about that, Vesta? Does Vesta deserve justice?”

      A mighty roar went up from the crowd and many of them started chanting at the same time.

      “Justice for Vesta! Justice for Vesta!”

      Belladonna held out her hands to the crowd in true, dramatic fashion, which only seemed to egg them on even more. The few allies that Alex had left, including Vitale and Rick, now looked at the crowd in utter disbelief. How could they have allowed themselves to be swayed so easily?

      “And now, my fellow Vestans,” said Belladonna. “I have to give Alex Hawthorne the chance to defend himself. Remember what I’ve said here today, and keep the memory of your loved ones close during his speech. I know that you’ll do the right thing in the end.”

      With those words, Belladonna left the podium, marching past Alex in the process of reaching her seat. She shot him a satisfied smirk along the way—the kind of smirk that said only one thing.

      Eat shit and die, motherfucker.

      Now that it was his turn, Alex stood up from his seat and approached the podium. The chanting of the crowd died immediately as he stood in front of the entire city. The angry glares returned, all seemingly waiting to pounce as soon as he opened his mouth.

      At that moment, Alex disregarded the speech that he created the night before. It wasn’t going to help at all.

      Instead, he simply spoke his mind.

      “This trial is a joke. And you people ought to be ashamed of yourselves.”
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      The gasp from the crowd was immediate. Anger gave way to shock for the briefest of moments before it returned with righteous fury. Alex could see fear in the eyes of his few allies left in the crowd, many of them no doubt wondering if he’d lost his mind.

      For Alex though, it was time to double down.

      “I meant what I said. This ‘trial’ is nothing but a joke,” he continued. “Forty-four people are dead, and instead of finding out the real reasons why they had to die, you’re going to let some stupid bitch like Belladonna whip you into a fury against the man who’s trying to protect you? You people ought to be ashamed of yourselves! Look at all of you right now. You’re willing to throw me out of here before you even heard my side of the story!”

      That was certainly true. Belladonna had inflamed their passions so much over the last week that they were almost riotous. He had to break them out of that emotional state somehow, and this was his best chance.

      Alex pointed back at Belladonna, who was still wearing her satisfied smug. “You’re going to let this woman—a woman that most of you hate—kick out the last person who knows how to defend this place? Is that the kind of place Vesta really is? Is that who we are as people? People who give into fear that easily? You’re willing to decide the fate of a fellow Vestan without even hearing what he has to say?”

      There was some low grumbling in the crowd at that statement. Their anger was still present but many of them managed to look halfway embarrassed about how quickly they were about to condemn him.

      “If that’s the kind of place Vesta is, then throw me out,” continued Alex. “I don’t want to live here amongst you if that’s the case. I’ll take my chances in exile. All of you know that I’ve survived out there in the wilds before and I can do it again. But if you want to put aside your emotions long enough to hear what I have to say, I’ll tell you the truth of that matter. I’ll fill you in on all the little details that Belladonna left out. Is that not fair?”

      No one was willing to speak up until Alex heard a familiar voice from the crowd.

      “Let him speak!” yelled out Michelle Baird. “He has a right to defend himself!”

      Her words provoked a small trickle to come from others. It was enough that the crowd allowed it to go forward.

      Alex wasted no time in getting started. “Then let me tell you my side. Like usual, Belladonna is not telling you the entire story. She gives you half-truths and takes constant swipes at my credibility so that she can blame me for things I didn’t do. Plenty of people here in the crowd were on the Racine before it exploded, and we know who’s really to blame for that—Lucius Serrano!”

      Belladonna jumped to her feet. “That’s a filthy lie! You’re the one that tried to hijack it!”

      “I hate to break it to you but there’s plenty of people here who can back me up,” replied Alex, pointing out to individual new colonists who were now nodding at Alex’s version of the events. Notably, the only people still protesting him were Serrano’s men. The issue was lost on Belladonna, but for the majority in the crowd, their anger at Alex was starting to thaw.

      “I swear it,” yelled Jenna, who came to her feet. “It was Serrano and not Alex. I was witness to the whole event, even after Serrano tried to kidnap me.”

      “I swear it too,” added Rick from the crowd. “Serrano tried to hijack the ship to take it to Dangallu!”

      “Enough with this nonsense!” screamed Belladonna. “Lucius Serrano is not the one on trial today! The only person we need to visit judgment upon is Alex Hawthorne!”

      Alex picked up the story from there, addressing the crowd once more. “What else has Belladonna lied to you people about? If she’s willing to lie to protect Serrano, she’s also willing to lie to throw me out. She made a big deal about talking about Vesta’s defenses, the same ones set up by Commander Rooney. Listen, I knew Commander Rooney well. He was a friend and an able commander but the truth of the matter was that he was out of his depth. His defensive network had holes in it, and he admitted as much to me before he died. The biggest obstacle to improving our defenses was always Belladonna and the rest of her faction on the Council.”

      “Let me give you some examples,” continued Alex. “I’ve served in a real war and I know what proper defenses look like. And Vesta had none before I arrived. She mentioned the watchtowers at the mining biosphere. While I like the idea of watchtowers, they are too close to the biosphere structure to be of much use to us. They are also placed on the low ground, in the plain. Every military maxim going back to the beginning of time tells you to occupy the high ground against your enemy. The mining biosphere is surrounded by plenty of high ground. The towers ought to go up there, where they can provide more protection to the immediate environment. I pitched this idea to Belladonna and I was turned down, with her saying our defenses were adequate enough. This is while Jargar attacks continued at the biosphere, sweeping down from the rim quickly because we couldn’t detect them at long range.”

      “This is true,” added Annette, standing up to address the crowd as she held up a stack of papers. “I have the minutes from the Council meeting when Alex made his request. Belladonna turned him down.”

      “Let me give you another example,” continued Alex. “The road between the city and the mines is completely open. We rely on rovers to cross the distance but it’s one of the most dangerous treks on the whole planet. I pitched to Belladonna to have watchtowers placed on either side of the road, spaced out to allow the VDF time to intercept any threats. We know that we can kill them at long range if given enough warning, and my hope was to give our defenders more time to react. I was once again turned down by Belladonna because she’s not willing to spend one credit in order to give the Vestan people the protection they deserve.”

      “I can verify this as well,” said Annette, once more waving the papers. “It’s true.”

      By this time, the crowd was starting to turn. The angry glares had moved off of Alex and were now starting to settle on Belladonna. The smug smile she was wearing had disappeared, turning to something that resembled fear.

      “There are plenty of other examples,” continued Alex. “I’ve wanted to increase the size of the VDF to give us additional coverage of the city. An increase in size would also allow us the ability to rest our weary soldiers in a rotational system, but Belladonna wouldn’t permit another increase, even as the mines were ordered to go to twenty-four-seven production, leaving our people vulnerable. She also ruled that women couldn’t join the VDF. That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. Most of you know that I served in the Orbital Wars for fifteen years before I came to Vesta. One of the deadliest foes I ever faced was a battalion composed entirely of women. Women can shoot just as well as men, and if you still doubt my words, I’ll put you up against Jenna Whitaker and show you how well she can hit a target.”

      There was some lighthearted laughter that came from the crowd, and Jenna actually turned red at being called out in such a manner.

      Alex switched gears at that point. “My biggest accomplishment since I arrived here was to get those warning sensors approved and placed on the ground. Many of you have seen them at the mining biosphere as they lined the entire rim. Their purpose was to act as an early warning system by measuring small vibrations in the ground—evidence of an impending Jargar attack. I paid for the first few out of pocket, and Vitale was able to help me get them set up. I posed the question to Belladonna and the rest of the Council about paying for these sensors because I wanted as many as I could get my hands on, to not only cover the mining biosphere, but the road up to it and the city as well. I was told it was too expensive to do, even though the marginal cost of a sensor is well within the limits of Vesta’s budget. So I did the only thing I could do. I started paying for them with my own salary.”

      The crowd was shocked to hear that last part, and Vitale quickly jumped up to confirm.

      “I have all the records of the transactions here on my P-com,” yelled the mad scientist. “What Alex says is true. He’s been redirecting his salary to me to help pay for the costs of getting these sensors.”

      “I did what I had to do to keep this colony safe,” continued Alex. “Even at my own expense. And those sensors worked, preventing Jargar attacks for a number of weeks until they changed tactics and decided to attack our weaknesses. Under me, I’m going to remove all of those weaknesses to protect Vesta. Annette has offered to show you proof of everything I say. If you look at the minutes for all the meetings of the Council that I attended, you’ll see that I made repeated requests for more defenses, and they were always shot down by Belladonna. If you have anyone to blame for this attack, it’s her. We all know the kind of person she is. We’ve all seen or heard the rumors of how she lives. She pretends to pinch pennies on Vesta’s behalf but her housing unit confirms that’s a lie. At the end of the day, she’s nothing but a power-hungry demagogue, and she won’t rest until she has all the power in Vesta in her hands.”

      The crowd was really starting to get angry again, and their fury was now directed at Belladonna. She looked like she wanted to run off the stage, or at very least cower behind Serrano, who was also looking fearful for the first time since Alex had known him.

      Now it was time for Alex to bring it home.

      “Listen everyone, the point I’m trying to make is that Vesta can be defended. I know what it takes to defend this city but it’s going to require that we spend a little more to do so. All of us are going to have to pitch in. The VDF is going to have to be expanded but in return, I’m offering you safety. I’m offering you the chance to live to see your children grow up or to live long enough to see old age. With Belladonna in charge, we’re never going to get there. If given the chance, I can defend this city to my utmost, but it’s never going to happen under Belladonna’s leadership.”

      A small smile appeared on Alex’s face. “Which is why I propose a motion. Belladonna wanted you all to exile me for my supposed crimes. She would do well to remember that such capital punishment can’t be enacted without a four/fifths vote on the Council, or eighty percent of you. So I propose a countermotion. That we strip Belladonna Worthington of her position on the Council. Since it’s not a capital punishment, all it takes is a simple majority to enact the decision. What do you say to that?”

      The crowd certainly seemed to approve. Once again, the yells of “Justice for Vesta” went up from them but instead of it being directed toward Alex, it was now being screamed in Belladonna’s face.

      Seeing the change in the crowd, Alex stepped away from the podium as Annette rushed to take his place.

      “Let’s go by a show of hands, since I’m assuming this is going to be easy,” announced Annette. “Everyone in favor of exiling Alex Hawthorne from Vesta please raise your hand.”

      A few hands raised from the crowd, mostly from those bought and paid for by Serrano. Alex couldn’t help but smile as it was nowhere close to the eighty percent needed. The vast majority had accepted his version of the events.

      “The motion to exile Alex Hawthorne is defeated,” said Annette sweetly. “Now, let’s see a show of hands again. Who votes to remove Belladonna Worthington from the Vestan Council?”

      Nearly three quarters of the crowd raised their hand, confirming the motion. Belladonna started to kick and scream as soon as she saw the result, requiring her to be dragged away by Serrano.

      “You fuckers need me! How dare you vote to remove me?” she shrieked until she was pulled back into the closest biosphere.

      “The motion is approved by a simple majority,” announced Annette. “As of this moment, Belladonna Worthington is no longer a member of the Vestan Council.”
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      That evening, Alex returned to his housing unit flushed with success. For the first time since arriving in Vesta, he had hope that tomorrow might be better than today.

      As of just moments ago, Belladonna was no longer on the Council. There was a hole that needed to be filled, and Annette was working on getting new elections called to fill the vacancy.

      Many in Vesta were still full of righteous anger but all of it was directed at Belladonna. Alex had heard that Serrano had bolted with Belladona, to their housing unit in order to keep any riotous protesters from showing Belladonna their rage.

      It couldn’t have been directed at a better person.

      “Alex, that was simply brilliant,” said Jenna once they were alone in their unit. She held him tightly and wouldn’t stop kissing him. “I was so scared that they were going to vote for exile but you managed to turn it around with that speech. It was incredible!”

      He couldn’t help but smile. “It turned out rather well, didn’t it? We got them all to see the truth of the matter.”

      Jenna giggled. “Not to mention, I’m sure Serrano will have to deal with questions about his actual role on the Racine. Belladonna is not going to be happy with him either.”

      “Serves him right for trying to lie about it.”

      “You’re so right, baby,” said Jenna, kissing him again.

      Alex was willing to see just how far this kissing was going to go but not much more than a minute later, they had a visitor.

      “Bad timing,” he growled against Jenna’s mouth.

      Jenna didn’t seem so bothered by it. There was a noticeable twinkle in her eye when she replied.

      “I don’t know, Alex. I think you might actually like these visitors. Will you let them in?”

      He was still trying to decipher what she meant by that when he approached the door and opened it.

      On the other side were none other than Annette and Ellie.

      “What are you two doing here?” asked Alex, still conscious of Ellie being around Jenna. “I thought you’d be busy tonight.”

      “I asked them to come here,” announced Jenna from just behind him. “I thought it would be nice if we all had a little . . . talk together.”

      Recognition dawned on Alex’s face as he realized what she was talking about.

      “Oh, that talk!” said Alex. “You want to do that now?”

      Jenna smiled sweetly. “As long as that’s okay?”

      “By all means!”

      “What’s going on?” Ellie asked. “What are you two up to?”

      Jenna put her hand on Alex’s arm. “Let me take this, Alex. In light of recent events, I’ve been thinking about a lot of things. Mostly, about the status of my relationship with Alex. As you both know, we’ve recently expanded our horizons in terms of additional partners.”

      “If that’s what you want to call Alex fucking our brains out, then maybe we should expand our horizons more often,” teased Annette.

      Jenna grinned at her. “That’s kind of what I’m getting at. Listen, this recent attack has made me realize that I don’t want to die while leaving some things left unsaid. Not that I fear dying or anything but I realized that our bond with both of you is just as important as the bond that I share with Alex, if that makes sense. So I wanted to bring formal attention to it. And see if you both feel the same way.”

      “Are you wanting to know if I really like you and Alex?” asked Ellie. “Because I think you know the answer to that already. I love being with you both, and not just the naughty things we do in the bedroom. Honestly, I have the time of my life when I’m with you two.”

      “I don’t think I could have said it any better,” chimed Annette. “The sex was out of this world but I don’t think it’s just sex with all of us. I think there’s a genuine relationship that’s just waiting to get out. It’s kind of like a really good friendship with some totally awesome benefits.”

      Jenna grinned at Alex and then looked back at the other two. “We were thinking the same thing. Which is why we wanted to see if you wanted to move in with us?”

      “Move in?” repeated Annette. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously. We want to give a Vestan relationship a chance,” said Alex. “And like you said, this is about more than just sex.”

      “And it’s more than just you two ladies and Alex,” added Jenna as her face turned red. “I enjoyed being with you both just as much as he did. And I want to do it again.”

      “That’s so sexy,” whispered Ellie as she squirmed in her chair. “I don’t even know what to say right now.”

      “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” asked Jenna nervously.

      “Oh, trust me, it’s a good thing,” said Ellie. “My answer is yes, obviously. I’d love that. I’d love to see where this goes. I’m so in.”

      “What about you, Annette?” asked Alex. “Are you in too?”

      Annette tapped her chin with her finger. “I don’t know. I might have to take some time to think about it. Maybe consult my local priest and do some soul-searching.”

      Everyone gave her a weird look, which then made Annette burst out laughing.

      “Joking! Obviously!” said Annette. “Yes, I’m in! This is wonderful, and I’d love to move in with you guys.”

      “It’s settled then,” said Jenna, beaming with a smile. “I guess here’s a toast to our new Vestan relationship.”

      She held up a glass of wine, and the other three repeated the gesture until the glasses clinked. They downed the wine in a hurry but Annette brought up a serious question.

      “So how do we celebrate the thing?” she asked. “How do we consummate the relationship?”

      Alex gave Annette a sly grin. “Same way you consummate any other relationship, I suppose?”

      Ellie let out a sigh of relief and then started to unbutton her blouse. “Thank fucking god. I needed to get laid.”

      The other three started to laugh until Ellie was nearly naked, but that was when all laughter promptly stopped.

      And it was when the rest of the clothes started to be shed too.
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      The morning after the relationship talk was very memorable for Alex. For one, he awoke to not one woman but three, all still sleeping nude. It had been a night to remember too, with him having been inside all three of them throughout the course of the night.

      It was also strangely liberating as well. Alex had been trying to keep Annette and Ellie at bay for so long to respect Jenna’s feelings that finally letting them in was completely cathartic. Everything was now out in the open, and he looked forward to a future with all of them.

      While he was the first to rise, Jenna wasn’t far behind him. And her kiss that morning told him she wasn’t even starting to regret what happened the previous night.

      “Love you,” whispered Jenna. “Did you have fun last night?”

      “More fun than I know how to handle,” joked Alex. “You?”

      Jenna winked at him. “So much fun that I think I want to do it again tonight.”

      Alex was still thinking about his luck when they received a visitor. Opening the door, he found that Vitale was there, and he was holding a small device in his hand.

      “I figured it out!” said a very excited Vitale. “I know what happened!”

      “What happened with what?” asked Alex, arching an eyebrow.

      “With Kristina!” replied Vitale as he pulled out something from behind his back. It was a twisted piece of metal, something that looked like it had been gnawed on by a wild animal. And that was when Alex figured it out it was part of the old Kristina’s arm.

      “I know why the Jargars ran from Kristina,” replied Vitale. “Look at this piece right here. This was part of Kristina’s motion progression system. Do you see how the metal ripped apart when the Jargars destroyed her?”

      “It’s pretty hard not to see it,” replied Alex as his eyes raked the damaged metal.

      “Well, do you see the internal wiring here? When the arm was severed, they destroyed the wiring as well. When that happened, the system emitted a high frequency noise that our ears can’t pick up but the Jargars can hear. Judging by how quickly they ran away, my guess is that they hate the noise.”

      “So they can hear it but we can’t?” asked Jenna. “So it’s kind of like a dog whistle?”

      “Precisely,” replied Vitale, producing a dog whistle of his own. “I procured this from a trader before the ship left just to prove a point. Let me demonstrate.”

      Vitale raised the whistle to his lips and blew. Once he finished, he looked at Alex and Jenna. “Nothing, right?”

      “Right,” confirmed Jenna.

      Alex didn’t answer. The truth of the matter was that he heard something. A very faint noise, but he could pick it up. He shot a look at Jenna but otherwise, he didn’t say anything.

      “So that frequency is too high for our ears,” said Vitale. “And Kristina produced that same frequency when she was destroyed. So I had the noise replicated in this particular device that I’m calling a frequency replicator.”

      Vitale then flipped on a switch on the metal box in front of him. Alex fought the urge to wince, as he still heard the noise but a much louder version. It actually hurt his ears to a certain degree, but Jenna and Vitale had no reaction to it.

      “See what I’m saying?” asked Vitale. “This might be the breakthrough that we’ve been looking for! If the Jargars don’t like this sound, if it causes them distress, we can use these to protect the city! The best part about them will be how cheaply we can produce them.”

      “Will they be cheaper than the motion sensors?” asked Alex.

      “Less than a tenth of the price,” replied Vitale with excitement. “If these work out the way we want, we can scrap the whole sensor program and outfit the entire colony. It would be like putting a bubble all around Vesta—an impenetrable bubble that the Jargars can’t stand to enter! It would be the biggest break we have in stopping the attacks! I would still need a budget for it but much less than what we would otherwise need for the sensors.”

      “And that’s a budget I’m sure I can get you now that Belladonna is off the Council,” replied Alex. “We still need to test this though. We still have your camera system up at the mining biosphere. We should put a few of these up there and monitor the reaction of the Jargars. As long as it deters them from coming any closer, I think we have a true game-changer here.”

      “I knew you’d be excited,” said Vitale with a grin. “I have Tammy and Tabby working on creating the first units. And we can start our big test once those are created.”

      “Vitale, I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again. You’re a lifesaver,” said Alex. “If this works out like we hope, this could really change everything. And Vesta could use some good news right now.”

      Vitale just couldn’t get over his excitement. He promised Alex the first units after another twenty-four hours, and Alex sent a message to Annette to bring it up at the next Council meeting.

      Even still, nothing seemed to get by Jenna. Once Vitale was gone, she crossed her arms and walked closer to Alex.

      “You could hear that noise, couldn’t you?” she asked. “I saw the look on your face when he turned that replicator on. You could hear it.”

      There was no point lying to her, not like he wanted to anyway.

      “I could hear it,” replied Alex. “Just like I could hear it faintly during the attack.”

      Alex moved toward the couch and sat down, sprawling out. “I would sure like to know just what the hell I am.”

      Jenna followed him, not stopping until she was curled up against his side. “We’re going to get answers to that someday. Whatever it is that you are, we’re going to find out.”

      “I just don’t want to be in a cage,” warned Alex. “That was the worst thing about prison. I had no freewill. All day, I was confined to a small metal cage without any hope for a better future until I heard about Vesta. To have others find out about me and then to have them ask questions? All that means to me is a return to a cage. I’m not going to let that happen, Jenna. I won’t go back to that, especially to be someone’s science experiment.”

      Jenna put her hand against his face softly. “I’m never going to let that happen to you. Your secret is safe with me. I will do everything I can to protect you.”

      Alex smiled at her. “I don’t deserve you, do you know that? You’re too good to me.”

      Jenna matched his smile. “I think the same thing when I look at you every morning. After all we’ve been through, I love you more today than I did yesterday.”

      “Even with all of our recent changes, I like the relationship that you and I have together the most,” admitted Alex. “We’ve come so far and I feel like the best is yet to come.”

      Jenna’s face assumed a coy look. “You better believe it, mister.”
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      “Did you do it? Did you buy it?”

      “Of course I bought it,” said Serrano, his voice low as he talked with Ross across the table. “The merchant took the payment without even a second thought. It helps to be on the Council after all. I got to speak with the full voice of Vesta.

      Ross sneered. “And to think, we’re going to receive a top-of-the-line ship in less than fifty days. When these assholes here are busy getting killed by the Jargars, we’ll be taking off to Dangallu in the finest ship in the whole galaxy.”

      “A lot less then fifty days now,” growled Serrano before he shook a fat finger in Ross’ face. “I told you I’d get you to Dangallu one way or another. This might be the long way about it but it’s going to work better for us this way. We’ll take all the gold left in the city as well as the hottest bitches and then we’ll be off. Which reminds me, we need to get the mines going again. I intend to leave Vesta with as much gold as possible and the state’s coffers are getting low.”

      “How do you intend to do that?” asked Ross. “Everyone is still scared shitless that the Jargars are going to attack us the moment we roll up to the mining biosphere again.”

      “It’s not going to be that hard,” said Serrano. “This colony can’t exist if we don’t mine. There’s no other prominent sources of income besides what we pull out of the ground. We have to mine but instead of it going to pay for the colony’s needs, it’s going to come with us once we’re out of here.”

      Ross clapped his hands together with excitement. “I love it when a plan comes together. This is almost working out too well.”

      “Yeah, it is, but it’s only going to work out if you keep it down,” said Serrano, lowering his voice. “Belladonna is in the other room. She doesn’t need to hear about this.”

      “Right, right,” said Ross, lowering his voice. “What about Hawthorne?”

      “What do you mean what about Hawthorne?” repeated Serrano. “Fuck him!”

      “I mean what are you going to do if he interferes again? He fucked up our last plan.”

      “This time, there’s not going to be an escape for him,” vowed Serrano. “Either we kill him before we leave or he gets killed when Montserrat gets here. Either way, he’ll be trapped on this planet and he’s as good as dead.”

      “Who’s as good as dead?”

      Both Serrano and Ross nearly jumped when they heard Belladonna’s voice from the door. The former Councilwoman had clearly seen better days. Her hair, which was usually meticulously straight and shiny, was in a disheveled disarray. She was wearing clothes that were ill-fitting, not showing off her body like they usually did. Heavy bags existed under her eyes, the sign of not getting enough sleep.

      She’d been looking ragged like this ever since she lost power.

      “Alex Hawthorne will be as good as dead,” said Serrano, knowing it would strike a chord.

      Sure enough, Belladonna was soon muttering obscenities.

      “I want him dead, Lucius. I don’t care how it has to happen, I want to see his lifeless body in front of me and know that I got the final laugh. One way or another, I’m going to get my revenge on him.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m going to help you get it,” promised Serrano. “He’s not going to get away with what he did.”

      “No, he’s not!” shrieked Belladonna. “All those filthy lies he said! Like you had anything to do with the destruction of the Racine! I have half a mind to pull the last camera footage that was captured from the ship. I’m sure it would prove him as the liar I know him to be.”

      Ross gave Serrano a nervous look. “Can you even do that, Belladonna? I would have thought any footage was destroyed with the ship.”

      She shook her head. “Every ship is constantly sending data files back to the manufacturer or the owner of the vessel. It might take a while for the data to get here, but I’m sure we could get footage right up until the vessel actually fell apart.”

      Serrano quickly jumped on that. “Let’s not worry about that right now. We know we’re in the right and he’s in the wrong. That’s all the proof we need.”

      “Maybe not, Lucius,” she replied. “You saw how easily he turned the crowd against me. I’d love to expose that fucking liar and show the whole city his crimes.”

      One way or another, Serrano couldn’t let that happen. If Belladonna saw what actually happened—if she was confronted with the real truth—he’d lose a key ally he had to keep until he was finally departing the planet.

      He had to keep Belladonna happy and safely on his side, at least for now.

      “I’ll look into it,” promised Serrano. “And I’ll get back to you.”

      Belladonna nodded and soon left the room, still cursing Alex under her breath. Once they were sure she was gone, Ross started to laugh.

      “How in the hell has she still not figured it out yet?” he asked, shaking his head.

      “I have her fully convinced,” said Serrano. “But that relies on her not getting her hands on any real evidence.”

      “But she could ask anyone in the colony! The real story is out there.”

      “The real story is never going to be told. Trust me on that.”

      “That might be a tall task if even Belladonna starts asking questions.”

      Serrano scoffed. “Just leave her to me. I’ll keep a lid on this story if it’s the last thing I do. Anything to get off this damned planet but for right now, the biggest thing we have to do is get those damn mines operational again.”
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      A few days after the trial, Ellie cornered Alex one morning to talk about something that had been on her mind. Knowing Ellie, it wasn’t hard to guess what she wanted to talk about, and she wasted no time in cutting to the chase.

      “So you’re probably wondering why I wanted to talk this morning?” asked Ellie

      Alex nodded. “The thought had occurred to me.”

      “I wanted to see what you thought about me running to take Belladonna’s spot on the Council?”

      “I had a feeling it was only a matter of time before that came up,” replied Alex. “Can you even run though? I thought you would be barred from it for being exiled?”

      Ellie shook her head. “There isn’t anything that says an exile can’t run again, which makes logical sense because they clearly didn’t expect exiles to return to the city. And we never had the trial once I came back because you and Annette got the charges dropped. Technically, I’m allowed to run but I’m not sure how much support I’d have in the city. I was booted out with a majority after all.”

      “That might be true, but how much of that was due to Belladonna trying to whip them up beforehand?” asked Alex. “We saw what she tried to do to me but thankfully it backfired on her this time.”

      Ellie pursed her lips. “I just don’t know if they would want me back honestly but I feel like it’s my duty. This planet has my last name. I want to serve. I’ve dedicated my life to public service just like my father and my grandfather. And if the people will have me again, I want to rejoin the Council.”

      “You have my support,” said Alex. “And I’m sure Annette would say the same thing.”

      “She already did,” admitted Ellie with a wry smile. “She said she would help me campaign too, which would be wonderful.”

      “Then I’ll help too,” promised Alex. “We’ll do all we can to help you get restored to the Council.”

      Ellie threw her arms around his neck and kissed him again. “Thank you, Alex. I just want to do what’s right for Vesta. I feel like I’ve been on the sidelines for way too long, watching as things degraded because of Belladonna and her faction. You know as well as I do the challenge that’s in front of Vesta right now. I want to be part of the solution.”

      “I think we can use that little bit there as part of your speech,” teased Alex.

      Ellie started to laugh. “You always have the ability to make me smile no matter what we’re doing. I’ve always liked that about you.”

      “I have to make sure all my girls are taken care of,” said Alex.

      Ellie hit him with a sultry look that caused his pants to tighten. “You do that and more, trust me!”
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      New elections were swiftly called in the wake of Belladonna’s removal from the Vestan Council, and Ellie kept her promise to run as one of the candidates. This election proved to be much less contentious than the one that saw Alex elected to the Council, as there weren’t as many candidates.

      Serrano’s main lackey, Ross, ran again and he received the full backing of their faction, but there were many in Vesta that weren’t eager to return them to their position in power. The downfall of Belladonna had kicked off a chain reaction with the people, and more than anything they wanted to see a different set of ideals in their leaders.

      The only other candidate was a long-time Vestan whose parents came to the colony just before he was born, however, he lacked the charismatic presence to be a true contender. For that reason alone, Ellie seemed to be in a good position to actually win.

      That didn’t stop Alex and Annette from supporting her campaign publicly though. Alex even gave an interview with the fledgling news network in the colony where he supported the idea of Ellie rejoining the Council.

      “I think she’d be a great addition,” said Alex to the reporter, a woman who doubled her duties as a water production worker as well. “Ellie cares about Vesta deeply, and it would be a great way for us to right all the wrongs that had occurred in her absence.”

      The interview ran throughout the news feed for the colony for several days, greatly building Ellie’s support. Three days before the election, it looked like Ellie practically had it in the bag.

      That particular evening found Alex outside the city for the first time since the attack. The reason for his departure was to set up the first of Vitale’s frequency replicators, which were earmarked for testing at the mining biosphere. Even though the mining biosphere was still abandoned, Vitale’s camera network still existed, and they frequently caught footage of Jargars in the foothills around the biosphere.

      “My thoughts are that we can test out the replicators in an environment where we know the Jargars already exist in numbers,” explained Vitale as they rode in the crawler out to the mining biosphere. “The next replicators can be earmarked for the city, but we want to make sure they do the job first. No better test than to put them where the Jargars are right now.”

      “How is production of them coming?” asked Alex. “These ones came out pretty fast.”

      Vitale started to laugh. “It would come much faster if I could get a budget for it.”

      “I’m working on that,” promised Alex. “The election will be over in three days and then we’ll be able to put that to a vote. As long as Ellie gets back on the Council, I see no reason why we can’t get you a better budget.”

      “Hopefully by the time you do, we’ll have all the results we need to know they were worth the time and effort,” said Vitale. “I don’t usually say that about my inventions!”

      Alex started to laugh. “Why because they always work?”

      Vitale shrugged. “More or less but there’s so much at stake with this one! We have to make sure we get it right.”

      “I have the utmost faith in you, Vitale. You haven’t let me down yet.”

      “That’s funny, Tammy told me the same thing this morning,” said Vitale. “You haven’t been talking to her, have you?”

      Alex continued to laugh as they made their way closer. The crawler stopped as soon as they entered the plain, and two cramped squads of VDF exited to provide a basic perimeter. The mining biosphere still looked exactly the way they left it, but even that proved to be unnerving.

      “Almost too quiet,” said Rick, who was leading one of the squads. “It gives me the willies to be up here again.”

      He had a point. Alex’s eyes scanned the plain and then the rim above them, looking for any threats. It was hard to believe that only a few short weeks ago, this was a fully functioning facility.

      It looked like a ghost town today.

      “Let’s just set up these replicators and get back home,” said Alex. “We have five in total. Let’s get to the poles and get moving.”

      The poles were where Vitale had set up his camera feed. Both squads provided the necessary security while Vitale did his work, taking only half an hour to outfit all five of them with the new replicators.

      “That should do it,” said Vitale as he checked the status of the newly-installed replicators from his P-com. “All five are now active and let’s just turn them on . . . now.”

      Vitale only needed to press the button, but Alex knew the precise moment he did it. A dead tone, the same kind of white noise that occurred when their feeds lost their broadcast signal, suddenly roared to life. Alex resisted the urge to grab his head, feeling the noise vibrating against his skull.

      By all appearances though, he was the only one that noticed. Most of the VDF simply looked around, wondering if the replicators were even turned on.

      “Camera feeds are fully online as well,” said Vitale. “Now we just have to wait and see what happens. If this works like we think, this will be a very cheap and effective way at keeping the Jargars away. And the best part of all—we don’t have to listen to it!”

      Alex was on the verge of grinding his teeth. “Glad to hear it. Let’s get back to the city.”

      He had to get away from those replicators. If the city was soon to be surrounded by these things, he’d be able to concentrate again.
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      Only a day after setting the replicators, Alex got a message from Vitale to meet him in his laboratory to share the results. Alex was surprised that it happened so soon but the excitement in Vitale’s hologram transmission seemed to suggest that the replicators were working as expected.

      Sure enough, he found the mad scientist almost bouncing up and down at his workstation.

      “You’ve got to see this footage!” said Vitale once Alex neared. “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen!”

      There was a fake cough from the other side of Vitale. Alex looked over to see Tammy crossing her arms, a stern look on her face.

      “Er, I mean the second most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” corrected Vitale, just to placate her.

      That still didn’t help.

      “I heard that!” yelled Tabby, who was in the other room.

      “You might want to think of another adjective to describe it,” advised Alex as he patted the man’s shoulder.  “What kind of footage did you get? Did you get Jargars on camera?”

      “Even better than that! Here watch this.”

      Vitale brought up one camera in particular and scrolled backward until he found the right section. Based on the time stamp, it happened during the night. Once he pressed play, Alex watched as the camera panned across the deserted landscape of the mining biosphere before settling on a Jargar right in the distance.

      “He’s moving so slow,” remarked Alex. “I’ve never seen them not running everywhere, or dashing in to make the kill.”

      “I’ve noticed it more when we’re not around,” replied Vitale. “They only seem to do that when they attack us. I have other footage from the past year of them outside and moving at a much more normal pace. Here, this is where it gets interesting. Watch this!”

      Alex kept his eyes glued to the screen as the Jargar kept moving forward, toward the camera pole and the replicator that was just below it. Quite suddenly, the Jargar stopped as his eyes glued on the camera. His head started to shake back and forth and he took a step back.

      “It gets even better,” advised Vitale. “He’s a persistent one.”

      Sure enough, the Jargar took several steps backward and escaped from view. Vitale skipped ahead another ten minutes to find that the Jargar was about to try again but the same thing happened. He reached the range of the replicators and immediately stopped, clearly affected by the blaring frequency.

      “I’ll be damned,” whispered Alex. “It works.”

      “It’s not just this one either,” said Vitale, switching to another feed. “I got it again last night. They work, Alex, they really work!”

      Once again, Alex saw a glimpse of the same footage, just on the other side of the biosphere. This Jargar let out a roar once confronted by the frequency but he still ran away rather than deal with it.

      “Incredible footage,” said Alex. “Can you send this to me? I want to present this at the next Council meeting so we can get that budget.”

      “You bet! Can you imagine what it would be like to put this noise bubble around the entire city? We might never have to worry about Jargars again?”

      Vitale’s words were bittersweet for Alex. For one, he would love the chance to fully protect the city, but even just from the camera footage, he could still faintly hear the jarring frequency as well. What would happen once it was blaring nonstop? He was bound to suffer just as much as the Jargars did.

      For Alex, it was just another reminder that he was different from everyone else. He could hear and apparently talk with the Jargars, so much so that one faction had called him the “communicator.” But what did they want with him? And if he could communicate with them, why did the other faction try so hard to kill him?

      There were too many questions without solid answers, and despite his excitement about the replicators working, Alex came home with uneasiness written onto his face. Of course, it didn’t take long for Jenna to notice either.

      She always noticed the changes in his mood.

      “What’s wrong, Alex? Is something wrong with the replicators?”

      “No, not at all,” he replied, sitting on the couch. “They work out exactly the way we want them to. Vitale has footage of them being turned away by the noise because they can’t stand it. I plan to use that footage at the next Council meeting and I don’t see a reason why we can’t line the entire city with them.”

      Jenna brought her hands together. “That’s absolutely wonderful! But wait, that’s good news, Alex. Why aren’t you more excited about it?”

      “Because Vesta will soon be lined by all these frequency replicators,” muttered Alex. “I could hear it even through the footage. It was faint but it still went directly into my skull. I can only imagine what it’ll be like once there’s hundreds of them.”

      Jenna sat down next to him and put her hand on his back. “Is there anything we can do? Something that you can use to cancel out the noise?”

      “I’m sure I can ask Vitale to develop something for me but it’s going to raise more questions than it answers,” said Alex. “And truthfully, it reminds me of several questions of my own. What the hell am I? Why can I communicate with the Jargars? And what do they know of me?”

      “How can we get you the answers to those questions?” she asked. “Or do you even want the answer in the first place?”

      “I go back and forth,” he admitted. “Some days I want to know what’s going on. I want to know why they’re looking for me. Other days, I want to bury my head in the sand. I’m not that special, Jenna. I’m an ex-soldier with a lot of wounds and a checkered past. What the hell could they want to communicate with me about?”

      “You’re a lot more than that,” she said quietly. “You’re a hero to the new colonists from the Racine. You’re the leader of the VDF and a member of the Council. Not to mention, you’re the only person here who can kill the Jargars with his own hands.”

      “And isn’t that suspect enough? That I can kill them with nothing but these?” Alex raised his hands for emphasis. “No one else has done that. That alone should tell me I’m some kind of freak.”

      “Alex, stop that,” said Jenna firmly, making him look at her. “You’re not a freak. We may not know just what you are right now, but a freak isn’t one of them. You have questions. So do I. But you’re fooling yourself if you believe that you’re not something special.”

      “Part of me wonders if I shouldn’t just walk out there in the wilderness again,” said Alex. “Leave my rifle and my armor behind. Let the Jargars find me. If they want to talk so badly, I can make that happen.”

      The grip on his arm tightened. “Alex, they would kill you. You can’t do that.”

      He turned to look at her. “Even if it’s the only way to get answers to our questions?”

      Jenna opened her mouth to reply but no words came out. No doubt she was thinking the same thing he was at that moment.

      It was only through the Jargars that they were going to get any kind of immediate answer.

      That is, as long as they didn’t kill him first.
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      The morning of the election found Alex, Jenna, Annette, and Ellie all together. Ellie and Annette had fully moved into Alex’s place and it had mostly served to simmer Ellie’s nerves about the election. The two native Vestans spent the overnight hours in the second bedroom, and it wasn’t surprising that Ellie was the first to wake up. Alex stumbled out of the bedroom to find her pacing in the living room, rehearsing what she was going to say.

      “You’re going to be great today,” said Alex as he embraced her. “Your speech is excellent and you have the best name recognition of all the contenders. It’s going to be just fine.”

      Ellie bit her lip and nodded. It was almost comical, as this reminded him of the last time she was so anxious, when her trial was looming in front of her.

      “I just want to skip forward until after we know the results,” said Ellie. “Not that I mind public speaking or anything like that. I just want to know what’s going to happen. It’s that part that’s killing me.”

      Alex spread his hands apart and closed his eyes. “Just visualize success and it’ll come to you.”

      Ellie laughed and swatted him. “Thanks for your advice! What would I ever do without you?”

      “Probably not get that seat on the Council,” teased Alex, earning yet another swat.

      Their commotion quickly escalated into something that was playful at first but then became a little more passionate. Before he knew it, Alex was seated on the couch with Ellie in his lap. His hand was tucked in the back of her pants and they were kissing deeply, so much so that they didn’t hear Annette emerge from the bedroom.

      “Wow, can I be next?” asked Annette, smirking at them.

      Alex was tempted to let her. Annette was only wearing a small red tank top, which was just a shade darker than her hair. When combined with those tiny light-green boy shorts, he was ready to tell her to saddle up.

      “Alex is just helping my nerves right now,” said Ellie, who managed to keep a straight face when she said.

      “Ah, is that what you’re calling it these days?” replied Annette. “Well, if that’s the case, I have some nerves that he can help too.”

      Ellie stuck out her tongue and then turned to look at Alex. “I guess she’s going to spoil our fun.”

      “Depends on how you look at it,” replied Alex. “This could be just the start of a very good time.”

      “You can pretend I’m not here if you want,” offered Annette. “But it might be a lot more fun if you didn’t.”

      Ellie laughed. “Okay, maybe I have time for a quickie. But just a quickie, okay?”

      She didn’t need to tell Alex twice. It was no time at all before their clothes were gone and Ellie was bouncing in his lap, moaning his name.

      “I can’t tell you . . . how fucking good it feels . . . to have your cock inside me!” she moaned, cupping her tits in the process.

      “And I can’t tell you how hot it is to watch it,” said Annette, who was trying to regain her breath after a bout of passionate kissing with Alex.

      “I’m going to, ugn, cum again!” moaned Ellie. “Oh fuck, here it comes!”

      Ellie fell forward as she had her fourth orgasm, her body shivering with tremors. She was still shaking when Alex filled her with cum, and the self-satisfied smile that developed on her face didn’t appear to be going away anytime soon.

      “I’m really loving this decision to move in,” she said breathlessly. “Best decision ever.”

      Annette, who was still flushed from an orgasm of her own, nodded in agreement. “You can say that again.”

      It didn’t take long for them to clean up, and the rest of the morning was spent with Ellie going through a few practice runs while Alex and Jenna mostly watched from the kitchen counter. Finally, it was time for all of them to go over to the quad for the election.

      For Alex, it was interesting to see the election from this side. He’d been a participant in the last one so he was mostly focused on giving his speech and not screwing up. This time though, he got to focus on the crowd and their reception of all the speeches, and that was how he knew Ellie was going to win.

      The other two candidates, Ross and the older native Vestan man, got much more mild receptions from the crowd for their speeches but Ellie’s went off without a hitch. Alex suspected that since Ellie was seen as the anti-Belladonna candidate, she was better received by the still vengeful crowd.

      Sure enough, once the votes were tallied, Ellie was the clear winner. For the first time in the colony’s history, an exiled leader had been returned to the Council.

      Ellie was ecstatic about the win, and Alex suspected her plate was about to be very full as he and Jenna returned to their housing unit that evening. What he didn’t expect was the visitor not long after they arrived.

      Opening the door, he found both Ellie and Annette there looking at him.

      “What’s this about?” he asked.

      The two women looked at each other before looking back at him. “Jenna invited us,” said Ellie, her cheeks still red from her excitement. “She thought we might celebrate our win the right way.”

      Alex raised an eyebrow. “Do you mean . . .”

      “Oh, yes,” said Annette with a laugh. “You’re so getting laid tonight.”

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      “So you’re saying after Ellie’s election victory, you all helped yourself to a little orgy to celebrate?”

      Alex started to laugh at the elegant way Rick translated the last twenty-four-hour experience. The two men were currently sitting inside Alex’s VDF office. Against the south wall stood four more frequency replicators, fresh from Vitale’s lab. Today’s mission would involve installing them along critical points of the exterior wall around the colony, adding onto the existing defense.

      “That’s the long and short of it,” said Alex. “Having Kristina around is like the cherry on top of the cake. I never would have thought this would work out like it did, but I’m not complaining.”

      Rick let out a low whistle. “And I thought I had it good with Michelle and Nikki. You have the three hottest women in the whole colony at your beck and call, and that’s not even mentioning your perfect, modified Womb’an. Do you think Vitale would give me one too?”

      “It couldn’t hurt to ask but I think he might charge you for it,” replied Alex. “He seems to be trying to turn it into a business venture.”

      “Well, shit,” grumbled Rick.

      The two men left the office a short while later, with only a few men from the squad pitching in to help with the sensors while the rest of the squad was put on guard duty. These days, guard duty wasn’t the lonely spectacle that it once was. With the entire VDF now pulled back to guard the city and its limited entrances, most squads seem to congregate around one point, increasing their ability to fraternize.

      With the help of one other man, Alex and Rick took the sensor to the northeast corner of the city, where the exterior wall met the river. It was here that they directed the other man where to put the sensor.

      “What about moving in?” asked Rick. “Have Annette and Ellie moved in with you yet?”

      “Funny you should mention that,” replied Alex. “They are not fully moved in. My unit looks like a war zone right now with all their belongings but I’ll gladly take that.”

      “Lucky son of a bitch,” muttered Rick.

      Though Alex might have been lucky, all wasn’t roses in Vesta. Alex was still struggling with the Jargars and his ability to communicate with them, and it wasn’t something he was ready to admit to anyone besides Jenna. Even though his relationships had shown a lot of progress, there was still the threat to the colony to consider, and he wouldn’t be able to rest until it was addressed.

      For the next hour, the remaining replicators were stationed around the exterior wall until the job was done. Alex sent a message to Vitale to turn them on from the lab, and he resisted the urge to grind his teeth once he heard the frequency.

      At least Vesta was becoming safer. Even if he had to sacrifice his sanity to see it so.

      That evening, Alex returned to his unit to find a full house. The first one he saw was Jenna, who was closest to the door. She’d been fiddling around with something on her P-com, but it ended as soon as she saw him.

      “There you are,” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck. “I missed you.”

      “Missed you too,” said Alex with a chuckle before something hit his nose. “What’s that smell?”

      “Dinner is ready!” yelled out Kristina from the kitchen. She looked completely adorable in a full apron and very little else underneath. When she caught Alex looking, she gave him a sly wink.

      “I hope you’re hungry, Alex,” said Kristina as she put plates on the table. “And I hope I made enough for everyone!”

      “Me too,” said Annette, entering the kitchen with Ellie behind her. “I’m starving!”

      It was almost too perfect. Alex ate his meal while thinking about how easily all four of them blended into his life. The future had promise again, and he was looking forward to what life would bring with them by his side.

      Later on that evening, Alex was thinking about bed. He’d just been watching a drama series that was broadcasted from the Emporium system (and one that Jenna was addicted to) when most of the other residents of the unit went to bed.

      Ellie was the lone exception, and he found her poring over some notes while she sat at the kitchen table.

      “What are you up to?” he asked, taking a seat next to her.

      Ellie let out a small sigh and put her notes down. “Just preparing for tomorrow. First Council meeting and everything. Well, the first one for me in quite a long time.”

      “Did you prepare a speech for it?” teased Alex.

      “Just a small one,” she admitted. “But I was also thinking about the most important thing that will happen tomorrow, which is our faction finally getting a majority. We can finally push through the things that we really want.”

      “Like getting the defenses that Vesta deserves,” replied Alex.

      Ellie nodded her head. “Exactly. I hope you have a list of what you want. Because I intend to vote for anything you need.”

      “It’s going to be a long list. Even without us having a presence at the mining biosphere, there’s a lot that’s needed to upgrade the defenses. More sensors are pivotal as are more VDF. There is still a good portion of the existing force that wants to quit. We just haven’t released them yet.”

      “I can’t believe you have people that actually want to quit after what happened,” scoffed Ellie. “They know what they signed up for.”

      “In their defense, quite a few of them have seen a lot of friends die recently,” said Alex quietly. “I can’t blame them for it. And also until recently, their leaders didn’t give them much to work with. I intend to change that but I can’t blame them for having a morale problem. The only thing we can do is let those that want to leave go, and improve the conditions for those that stay.”

      “There is so much we need to do still,” replied Ellie. “The VDF is only one facet. Our money situation is quickly deteriorating. We’re going to have to make a decision about the mines soon too.”

      “We’ll get there,” vowed Alex. “One step at a time. Like you said already, we have your back on the Council. Now we have a fighting chance at turning Vesta around.”

      Ellie gave him a vulnerable look. “Do you really believe that, Alex?”

      “I really do, Ellie. I really do.”
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      The following morning, Ellie was a bundle of nerves as she, Alex, and Annette made their way to the Council chambers. It was almost cute for someone whose name was attached to the very planet they were on, and Alex couldn’t help but tease her on the way there.

      “Was I shaking this much on the way to my first Council?” he asked Annette, a good-humored grin on his face.

      “Now that you mention it, you were as cool as a cucumber,” replied Annette. “I haven’t seen anyone this worked up about their first Council meeting in some time.”

      “Cool it, both of you,” replied Ellie. “You try getting exiled and then voted back in. I feel like I don’t have any do-over cards. I have to do things right this time because this is my second and probably last chance.”

      “You didn’t do anything wrong the first time,” argued Annette. “You were exiled because of Belladonna.”

      “Even still,” said Ellie. “I feel the pressure on my shoulders right now. We have to turn Vesta around. We just have to.”

      “We will,” replied Alex. “Just take a deep breath and let’s do this thing.”

      Ellie did as he asked and they entered the Council chambers moments later. Both Serrano and Cassara were already there. For her part, Cassara looked like a lost puppy without her senior cohort there, although she did manage to glare at Ellie on the way in. Serrano was seemingly unaffected by Ellie’s appearance. He registered her arrival but no visible emotions passed his face.

      “Well, we’re all here now,” said Annette as she took her seat. “And we have a new member. Or maybe I should say a returned member. Eleanor Vesta has been returned to her seat on the Vestan Council. I know Ellie wants to say a few words so we’ll let her do so now.”

      “Let’s hope this is quick,” grumbled Cassara.

      Ellie ignored the remark and stood up.

      “I’m not going to introduce myself since all of you know who I am,” she began. “I know there are many people, some of them in this room, that have strong feelings about me being back on the Council. What I want to say is that this colony is in my blood. My family gave everything they had to make Vesta a possibility as well as to get it off the ground. Since I was a child, that sense of duty has run very deep, and it hasn’t lessened with age. It’s only grown stronger. I just want everyone here to know that I will always do my utmost in service of this colony. I take very seriously the prospect of coming back to the Council, and I won’t squander the opportunity in front of me. With that being said, I’m grateful to be back here to work with all of you.”

      With those words, Ellie took her seat, shooting Alex a quick smile. Alex liked the short speech for what it was, and he knew it resonated because Cassara was still rolling her eyes. To everyone’s surprise though, Serrano was the one that responded to it first.

      “Welcome to the Council, Ellie,” he replied, his tone not dripping in venom for the first time ever.

      “Um, thanks,” replied Ellie, clearly shocked like the rest of them. Even Cassara was glaring at Serrano, as if his welcome to Ellie was a deep betrayal to their side. Alex wondered what sparked his change of heart.

      “Perhaps we should get down to business,” said Annette once she recovered from her shock. “In light of the recent attack, we need to have a frank discussion about the nature of our defenses. With Ellie’s addition to the Council, I believe it’s time to revisit some items that we haven’t agreed upon in the past.”

      Translation—now is the time to implement all the good ideas that Belladonna shot down.

      “We also need to think about reopening the mines, as distasteful as that sounds,” continued Annette. “Lest we run out of money.”

      “Now that’s the first intelligent thing I’ve heard you say in some time,” grumbled Cassara. “I’m all for the opening of the mines.”

      “As am I,” added Serrano quickly.

      “Then let’s talk about what we need to make that happen,” said Annette. “For that, I’m going to turn it over to Alex since he’s the head of the VDF. Alex, go ahead.”

      “Thank you, Annette,” replied Alex. “I think it’s no surprise that our defenses need to be upgraded if we’re going to prevent another full-scale Jargar attack or reopen the mines. There are numerous items that I’ve compounded to increase our odds the next time around. The first item is more frequency replicators.”

      “A frequency what?” asked Cassara, making a face. “What the hell is that?”

      “A device that emits a high-pitched sound that we can’t hear but the Jargars can,” replied Annette. “They can’t stand it. It’ll keep them away from the city.”

      Cassara still didn’t look like she accepted that answer and she sank a little further into her chair.

      “We have several of them set up already around the city and the mining biosphere where I did my initial testing,” continued Alex. “But we need more money to acquire more units. The great thing about these is that they are much cheaper per unit than the ground sensors we originally had. And the sound carries a further distance. I estimate that we need another hundred units to completely outfit the city with full coverage. Vitale can make one for fifty credits, so we’d need five thousand credits allocated toward this expense, which is outside of my budget.”

      “Five thousand credits!” exploded Cassara. “That’s ridiculous!”

      “It might be more than you want to spend but getting full protection for the city is top priority right now,” said Alex. “And this is long overdue. Vesta has more than enough credits for that expense in our treasury but we might be forced to hold off on other projects for the time being.”

      “Let’s have a vote,” said Annette. “All in favor of allocating the five thousand credits to the VDF?”

      It was no surprise that Alex, Annette, and Ellie all voted for the motion. Cassara crossed her arms, trapping her hands from even looking like she might vote yes.

      However, what was most surprising was that Serrano raised his hand. Once again, Cassara shot a glare of daggers at him, but it was more than enough needed to pass the motion.

      “We have a pass with four votes,” said Annette, giving Alex a weird look. “The VDF will get their budget.”

      “I still have more items to bring up,” added Alex, which caused Cassara to snort. “We need more watchtowers, particularly along the road to the mining biosphere, but also the ones at the mining biosphere need to be moved to the top of the rim to give us more warning time. This motion can wait until we restart mining operations but when that day comes, we’re going to want this in place. We’ll be better prepared to stop any potential Jargar attacks if we can see them coming.”

      “How many credits are we talking?” asked Serrano. “How many towers need to be created or constructed?”

      “We can start with the two at the mining biosphere first,” said Alex. “It’s my estimate that it’ll take about three thousand credits apiece to move them to the upper rim. Add another three thousand for a third unit to give us coverage over the entire area. We can start with nine thousand credits.”

      “Nine thousand credits?” seethed Cassara. “Are you mad? Do you understand how much money that is?”

      “I do, and so do the families of all those that died in the attack,” replied Alex coolly. “It’s the least we can do to prevent it from happening again.”

      Serrano managed to surprise all of them again. “I’m willing to vote for nine thousand credits for better watchtowers at the mining biosphere but that’s contingent on one item. As the head of mining operations, we need to restart the mines at once. We have practically no income coming into the treasury right now, and we’ll need to replenish the credit loss that these defensive upgrades are taking.”

      “Is that really wise right now?” asked Annette. “The attack occurred very recently. I’d be surprised if anyone even wanted to go up there, let alone being forced to do so.”

      “I can’t believe I’m saying this but Serrano is right,” replied Ellie. “If we’re going to keep the colony operational, we need to mine.”

      Alex didn’t love that idea but he figured it was coming sooner or later.

      “Like I said earlier, I won’t be opposed to restarting the mine as long as we can get them additional protection.”

      “What more protection could you want?” shrieked Cassara. “You’re already getting these frequency whats-a-things and those damn towers!”

      Alex couldn’t hold back a smile. “True, but we need more people in the VDF. The last attack seriously weakened us and we need to enroll more soldiers. Now, I have a plan that would take our current deployment up to nine squads, which would require spreading the experienced soldiers to the new squads and building them up, but it would allow the coverage we need as well as a rotation system to prevent them from getting burnt out.”

      “What about those that want to leave?” asked Annette. “Those that want to get out of their contracts early?”

      “Let them go,” said Alex. “I only want soldiers that want to be there. A volunteer will always be a better soldier than a conscript.”

      “Soldiers might be one thing but this last attack began inside the mines,” said Serrano. “Would this plan involve stationing VDF inside?”

      “I think that’s one area that we deserve a degree of specialization,” said Alex. “What I envision is an elite force that works only inside the mines and can respond to emergencies. They can be down there at all times to protect the miners and they’ll be best suited to respond to emergencies like cave-ins. I think we’d be better able to ask the miners to go down there if they had a squad of badasses watching their flank while they worked.”

      “A mining emergency response force,” muttered Serrano, thinking through the notion. “I like that idea. And as the head of mining operations, I’d like to request that this force be put under me. From the sounds of things, Hawthorne is going to have his hands full with all these upgrades.”

      “That’s the first reasonable request I’ve heard all day,” grumbled Cassara.

      “I really don’t know about that—” began Ellie before she was cut off.

      “It’s only fair!” shrieked Cassara. “You’ve been getting what you want this whole meeting, especially now that you’re in charge. It’s only right that Lucius has control over a mining response group!”

      Both Annette and Ellie looked at Alex to judge his reaction. At first, Alex was inclined to argue about it but it was almost impossible to get a read on Serrano right now. He’d done a complete 180 with this Council meeting, and Alex suspected that Serrano realized the numbers were against him, and it would be the smart move to work with the powers at be.

      Alex didn’t like it but he would need some reassurance to go along with it.

      “I can tentatively agree to that,” said Alex cautiously. “As long as I have your agreement that we enlist the men together for that force? And that all these upgrades happen before the mines are reopened?”

      Serrano rubbed his chin as he thought that one over. Alex only made that requirement so that he couldn’t enlist all his lackeys in the force, but to his surprise, Serrano agreed to it rather quickly.

      “Done,” said Serrano. “How much will it cost to outfit the VDF with the extra squads as well as create the MERF?”

      “The MERF?” asked Ellie, confused.

      “The Mining Emergency Response Force,” replied Serrano before looking back at Alex. “How much?”

      “Close to a million credits most likely,” replied Alex. “We have most of the equipment we need, with a few exceptions. The majority of that will go toward salaries.”

      Cassara looked like she was about to have a conniption but Serrano agreed before she could start foaming at the mouth.

      “In favor then,” he replied. “I vote yay.”

      “As do I,” added both Annette and Ellie.

      “The motion passes then,” said Alex, finding this to be the most productive Council meeting he’d ever attended. It was amazing what could happen without Belladonna’s negative influence, and now he had a real plan that he could take back to the VDF.

      Vesta was about to become impenetrable.

      “Well, that was certainly interesting,” said Annette after the council ended and they were walking out. “I never expected that meeting to go that way.”

      “You and me both,” replied Ellie. “Kicking Belladonna out might be the best thing we’ve ever done.”

      Alex couldn’t agree more but before he could respond, he heard his name being called.

      “Hawthorne! Come over here for a minute.”

      Turning around, he saw Serrano waving him over. Alex nodded for the women to keep going while he made his way over to the other man cautiously.

      It was the first time that Alex didn’t have the overwhelming urge to pound his face in but that didn’t mean Alex considered him not to be a threat.

      Serrano just seemed to be playing a different strategy now.

      But what did it mean?

      “I can work with that one,” said Serrano, gesturing to Ellie. “It seems like she’s got some intelligence and the balls to see a plan through.”

      Alex didn’t know what to say to that. “She’s something else, all right.”

      Serrano turned to look back at him. “I always knew we were better off working together, Hawthorne. Maybe this meeting was the start of something new?”

      “It’s going to take more than one meeting to turn my opinion around on you,” replied Alex. “No matter how agreeable you were today.”

      Serrano sneered. “We’ll see about that. Anyway, I’m going to get ready to reopen those mines. We’re going to make them hum with activity, I can promise you that.”

      Serrano didn’t wait for a response, choosing to leave at that moment and leaving Alex bewildered.

      Just what was going inside Serrano’s head?

      And why did he think this whole olive branch thing was bullshit?
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      Vitale had certainly been thrilled to find out the results of that Council meeting. He was even more thrilled when Alex showed him the digital receipt for five thousand credits which would pop into his bank account a day later.

      “Now we’re cooking with gas,” said an excited Vitale as he saw the funds for the first time. “So let’s do some quick math, five thousand credits and they cost fifty apiece. You want a hundred more replicators?”

      Alex nodded. “And as quickly as you can make them. We can outfit the rest of the city and even the road up to the mining biosphere. We intend to start mining again very shortly and these replicators will be pivotal to our defense.”

      Vitale gave him a salute. “I’ll get right on it. I’ll have Tabby and Tammy work throughout the night to get them ready.”

      “You don’t need to work them that hard,” replied Alex. “I know you want to get them out quickly but I’m not expecting to have all hundred of them tomorrow morning.”

      Vitale actually turned a little red in the face. “No, no, it’s quite all right. The truth of the matter is that I could use a little break from them.”

      “A break? Why a break?”

      “Let’s just say I dialed up their arousal settings recently,” admitted Vitale. “I’m surprised I’m able to get any work done at all, Alex. They’re constantly jumping me for sex but I don’t have the heart to turn it back down to the normal setting. It might hurt their feelings but I could really use a night of just pure sleep.”

      Alex didn’t know what was funnier—Vitale being oversexed or the fact that he always considered the feelings of androids.

      “You’re truly one of a kind, Vitale,” said Alex with a laugh. “I hope you never change.”

      “I just hope for a full night of sleep without being used as someone’s personal cock-stand,” he grumbled.

      That definitely provided an unwanted image in Alex’s head and he parted with the mad scientist of Vesta only to return three days later. At this point, Vitale had all hundred units ready to go, and he even looked more restful than he had when Alex saw him last (although Tabby and Tammy looked particularly twitchy).

      “Ready for deployment, Alex,” said Vitale proudly. “But before you take them, you ought to see this. Look at this feed I captured last night.”

      Vitale showed Alex his monitor, which was capturing footage from the upper rim of the still-abandoned mining biosphere. Two Jargars were seen trying to get close to the rim, but once they reached the outer limits of the high-pitched frequency, they were forced back. They ran away shortly after.

      “As they say, the proof is in the pudding,” said Vitale. “This is our best chance at keeping the Jargars away forever.”

      “Vitale, I’m so happy I could kiss you,” joked Alex.

      “Hey,” grumbled Tammy. “Get in line for that.”

      The next two days were spent putting up all the sensors. Alex had the VDF operate in force for their protection, allocating three squads to the detail while they outfitted the road with the replicators. It was a change in pace for them, as the last couple days they’d been training all the new enlistees to the VDF.

      “I’m still surprised you got this many men to sign up,” noted Rick, who was present with Alex when they were installing the replicators. “After the attack, I thought no one would dare sign up for the VDF.”

      “I thought of that as well which is why the newcomers got a hefty salary increase,” replied Alex. “I had to entice them one way or another.”

      Rick gave him a weird look. “What about the rest of us? Did we get a bump? If some rookie is getting paid more than me, I’m going to be pissed, Alex.”

      “Don’t worry, my friend. I got an increase for everyone. There’s quite a lot of credits that are being spent right now on our defense. I made sure the VDF got its fair share.”

      That seemed to soothe Rick. “Good to know. I know the men have their hands full training all these rookies. Hard to believe we’re back up to nearly a hundred VDF. Some of the veterans are saying it’s been years since we had these kinds of numbers.”

      “And almost half of all men in the colony are enrolled in it,” added Alex. “And even a good percentage of women. I know some of these guys are pulling double duty now with their original jobs but at least the new rotational system will give them a breather when they need it.”

      “I couldn’t have designed a better system if I tried,” said Rick. “And the people in my squad are thankful for you. They know you’re looking out for them.”

      “Let’s hope we never give them a reason to doubt their leadership again,” replied Alex.

      “Here’s to hoping.”

      The replicators were in position and operational in surprisingly little time. Once full coverage was achieved, it was like putting a bubble around the entire city, one that the Jargars couldn’t cross.

      But it also opened up a brand new problem for Alex.

      The noise was excruciating for him as well. He’d been able to tune it out when it was just one or two replicators but the coverage over all spaces traversed by humans quickly became unbearable for him. He kept having to make excuses to go back to the city, shutting himself in the biospheres where he couldn’t hear the frequency.

      Alex knew that wasn’t a path he could walk forever, especially if he hoped to avoid anyone asking too many questions about why he could hear the noise. But on the other hand, he didn’t know who could help him solve his problem. Could he tell Vitale without the secret getting out?

      As it turned out, he didn’t have to.

      That evening he returned to his VDF office in Biosphere Five, practically slamming the door shut to block out even the faintest sound of the replicators. The pain must have shown on his face because the one person that noticed his predicament was Kristina.

      And that’s when Alex realized just how much intelligence she had.

      “Alex!” she said suddenly, concern showing on her face. “What’s wrong? Are you hurt?”

      Not knowing what to say, Alex thought of the quickest excuse he could use.

      “I’m fine. Just a piercing headache is all.”

      Kristina sat up from her desk and approached him. She didn’t stop until she was looking right in his eyes, studying him for several moments.

      “You’re lying,” she said, crossing her arms. “What’s really the problem?”

      “How do you know I’m lying?” asked Alex.

      Kristina’s head tilted to one side as she gave him a knowing look.

      “Oh, I forgot,” said Alex. “Vitale programmed you to know everything.”

      She swatted his stomach playfully. “Are you going to tell me what’s wrong or are you going to make me guess?  If needed, I can perform a quick scan of your body and I can most likely figure it out myself.”

      Alex didn’t doubt that for one minute but if he was going to tell her, he needed to know one thing.

      “Let me ask you something, Kristina. I realized all your audio/visual processing is stored on Vitale’s servers. If there was something I wanted to keep from him, some piece of information, do you have the means to keep it a secret?”

      Kristina shrugged like it was the most obvious answer in the world. “Of course. That’s what my fast access engrams are for.”

      “Er, your what?”

      “Engrams are a type of holographic storage. Vitale has all our data transmitted to his servers because he can’t get ahold of large storage engrams yet, but we have a few small ones in case our connection to his server fails and we need to operate without them. It also contains the most critical information needed to operate normally. I can run on them for a couple weeks if needed, but after that any new data will need to overwrite the old ones. But I can also use it to store information that shouldn’t leave my internal system. In other words, I can keep a secret.”

      “Interesting,” replied Alex. “Just so you know, none of that made any sense to me but it’s good to know at least.”

      Kristina started to laugh. “So are you going to tell me what’s going on or am I going to have to suck it out of you?”

      “Suck it out of me?” asked Alex.

      Kristina gestured to his cock and raised an eyebrow.

      “Point taken. All right, so this definitely falls under something that needs to stay between me and you,” explained Alex. “I can hear the frequency replicators. That noise they emit. It’s driving me nuts.”

      “Fascinating,” replied Kristina as she began to study him once more. “But human beings aren’t able to hear that frequency. It’s too high.”

      “Yeah, well, I can hear it,” said Alex, not wanting to get into the full story. “And I need to figure out some way of escaping the noise before I end up blowing my brains out.”

      Kristina shrugged her shoulders. “Why not try noise-canceling headphones?”

      “I like the idea but I think it would raise too many questions why I suddenly had to wear headphones, don’t you think?”

      Kristina thought about it for a moment before she replied. “Not if the headphone is more like a plug.”

      “I’m not following. Care to explain?”

      “Instead of big headphones that would draw attention, what if I could reduce it to something that was unnoticeable by anyone looking?” she asked. “Even smaller than a traditional ear plug. As long as it canceled out the noise, would you care?”

      “Not at all if it works,” replied Alex. “Can you create such a thing?”

      Once again, Kristina gave him a knowing look. “I can create anything. I have Vitale’s brain with the body of a Siren of Denebola.”

      Alex started to laugh. “You just might be the most dangerous woman alive.”

      Kristina beamed with a smile. “Thank you, Alex. That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

      “Don’t mention it. So how long do you think you’d need to create something like this? Would it be a long project?”

      “No, but I would need access to the lab,” replied Kristina, thinking. “It shouldn’t take me long provided Vitale isn’t constantly looking over my shoulder.”

      “If you find that to be the case, just tell Tabby and Tammy that he wants to be double-teamed by them,” said Alex with a chuckle. “I think that should buy you some time.”

      Kristina sighed playfully. “At least someone is getting double-teamed around here. If I go any longer without sex, the next person is going to have to clean the cobwebs out of my vagina.”

      That was certainly an interesting visual.

      “You have my word that we’ll have some intimacy real soon,” promised Alex.

      Kristina smirked at him. “I really like getting what I want. We should do this more often.”

      “And I’m happy with how far we’ve come,” noted Alex. “And that’s saying a lot with the first version of you that I met back on the Racine.”

      “I was very imperfect back then,” said Kristina. “But now? Well, my owner thinks I’m the most dangerous woman alive. Quite the journey, no?”

      Alex laughed. “Quite the journey indeed.”
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      A short while later, Alex and Kristina returned back to the unit to find a mostly empty house. Jenna was the only one there, and she explained that Ellie and Annette had gone out just a short while ago to get some drinks. With Kristina soon disappearing to start working on a solution for Alex’s ear, it left him alone with Jenna, who was watching some kind of show on the feed when he sat down next to her.

      Immediately, Jenna curled into his side and rested her head against his chest.

      “You came home at just the right time. I was beginning to feel lonely cooped up here by myself.”

      “You’ll never feel lonely as long as I’m around,” said Alex, pulling her closer. “Besides, it’s nice to have some time for just us.”

      Jenna looked up at him and smiled. “Yes, it is. Don’t get me wrong, having Ellie and Annette here all the time is going better than I expected. But I still like the times when it’s just you and me.”

      “You’re adapting to this then?” probed Alex. “No regrets?”

      “Not at this time. I would tell you if there were. As long as you always make time for me, I can live with this situation.”

      “I’ll always make time for you,” promised Alex, kissing her to seal it.

      “That’s good,” replied Jenna with a tiny laugh. “Because you’re getting more out of this relationship than I ever expected. I never in my wildest dreams thought I’d help my man seduce and fuck other women right in front of me.”

      “We really do get up to some wild nights, don’t we?” asked Alex.

      “Yes, we do,” continued Jenna. “And I’m happy that there are no regrets. That we can keep doing it while maintaining our love for each other. And honestly, Alex . . . I have a lot of fun with them.”

      Alex let out a sigh of relief. “Of all the things I pictured you saying, that was the one I hoped for the most.”

      “It’s so . . . strange,” she continued. “I just never expected myself to be okay with it. But it was really hot. There was some jealousy there, I can’t deny it. But it was a good kind of jealousy. Like it made me want you even more.”

      “Is that why you jumped me so hard the next day?” joked Alex. “I know we didn’t have much time but you really seemed to be fucking with purpose.”

      Jenna laughed so hard she snorted. “Fucking with purpose, that’s funny. But to your point, I think you’re right. Either way, I’m not unhappy where we’re going. And truthfully, I’m looking forward to the future with you.”

      They continued to banter while they halfheartedly watched the drama on the feed. It continued for several hours until it was quite late when Annette and Ellie finally arrived home.

      It was obvious that both women had quite a bit to drink and it was curious how it affected both of them.

      “Ugh, I’m so tired,” said Ellie, her eyes half closed while she moved around the unit like a processed zombie. “I need to go to bed.”

      “Too much to drink?” teased Jenna.

      Ellie grunted again and pointed to the bedroom. “Never attempt to go shot for shot with Annette. You’ll lose every time. I feel like I need to puke.”

      On the other hand, Annette was the complete opposite. Annette was usually a bubbly sort of woman, but the alcohol seemed to have magnified that to a certain degree. That was best demonstrated by how she plopped herself down on Alex’s lap, wrapping her arms around his shoulders and kissing his neck while she giggled.

      “I might be a little drunk,” she said, still laughing.

      “Just maybe?” teased Alex. “You’re sure about that?”

      “It’s all Ellie’s fault. She did this to me.”

      “That’s a lie!” yelled Ellie from the other room. Alex quickly heard the sounds of puking from the bathroom, which prompted Annette to stand up.

      “Let me make sure she’s okay,” said Annette as she ran to attend to Ellie. It left Alex and Jenna alone for the moment.

      “Those two are something else,” joked Jenna as she took the spot Annette just vacated on Alex’s lap.

      “Did Annette give you an idea?” asked Alex.

      Jenna grinned. “Maybe. Is that a problem for you?”

      His rapidly inflating cock sure didn’t have a problem. And Jenna seemed to feel it when she started to wiggle on his lap.

      “I don’t think so,” she purred happily.

      Jenna stood up instead and soon leaned down to help him out of his clothes. Alex allowed her to proceed cautiously, still wondering what she was up to, especially once she freed him of his boxers. His cock popped skyward, and Jenna couldn’t resist the urge to grab it.

      “Perfect,” she whispered before she grabbed the bottom of her blouse. “Now it’s my turn.”

      Alex watched as she began to undress in front of him. As she lowered her pants, several strands of her long, blonde hair fell across her face, obstructing one eye. Jenna didn’t move to fix it, but the sexy look she was giving him was only amplified in its intensity as she lowered her panties next. The last item to disappear was her bra, leaving her stunningly naked in front of him. Alex couldn’t help but groan as he saw her impeccable body, complete with two very stiff nipples just waiting to be touched.

      “Stay right there,” instructed Jenna as she straddled him again.

      He allowed Jenna to take over, moving her flawless body on top of his. Within a matter of moments, Jenna had raised up and notched his cock against her body. She let out a loud moan of approval once she started to settle down on it.

      “Fuck, that’s nice,” said Alex as she engulfed his cock. “Goddamn, Jenna.”

      “Mmm, fuck,” whimpered Jenna. “That’s what I needed.”

      “Why didn’t you say so earlier?” joked Alex as his hands went to her hips.

      “Sometimes I don’t know what I really want until the moment strikes,” replied Jenna, wiggling her hips. “And now I want to ride you.”

      Jenna started to move after that statement, lightly bouncing in his lap and forcing his cock all the way inside her body. In the pale light of the evening, she couldn’t have looked more beautiful with the way her tits rippled as she rode him, or the way her messy hair obscured half of her face. These were the moments that Alex liked best, when it was quiet, personal, and completely erotic.

      “Fill me, baby,” cooed Jenna as she moved. “Fill my pussy with your cum. Fill me all the way, okay? I need to be so full of your cum.”

      It was an exquisite experience. Alex had never had sex with so much passion before, not even the times with the other girls. And speaking of them, they soon figured out what was going on in the main room because Annette and Ellie soon joined them on either side.

      “That’s it, Jenna, ride him,” coached Ellie. “Make him cum for you.”

      “Ugn, yes!” moaned Jenna. “I need his cum.”

      “Give it all to her, Alex,” said Annette. “She deserves it.”

      With three women begging for his orgasm, it wasn’t long until Alex gave in. He held Jenna’s body against him as he fired into her waiting pussy, filling her with every drop of his seed before he was spent.

      He wasn’t the only one. Jenna looked completely exhausted by the time she was done moving. She collapsed against his chest.

      “Carry me to the bedroom, baby?” she asked.

      It was an easy request to honor, and Alex made it most of the way without his cock slipping out of her body. He was followed by Annette and Ellie, who soon joined them under the covers.

      Life couldn’t have been any better at that moment.
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      Two days later, it was finally time to think about reopening the mines. Everything that precluded the opening was now either in place or would shortly be. The entire colony was outfitted with the replicators, creating the safety bubble to keep out the Jargars. The new watchtowers were under construction on the upper rim surrounding the mining biosphere and the new VDF squads had been formed and had already undergone basic training.

      The only thing left to do before the reopen was create the MERF. Later that evening, Alex was due to sit down with Serrano to enlist the new members of the emergency force. For the time being, security within the mines would be the responsibility of the VDF until the MERF was fully trained, at which point they would take over.

      Alex thought it prudent to ensure the MERF was fully trained before reopening the mines, but the colony had an immediate need to replenish its money reserves, especially with their funds already running quite low.

      “I still don’t like it,” Rick grumbled to Alex as they rode toward the mine site. “We should wait until the MERF is ready to go before we send those miners back down there.”

      “Normally, I’d agree with you,” said Alex. “But those replicators are working better than I expected. We’ll be able to keep it safe until the MERF is ready. Besides, we need the money.”

      “I just don’t want to hear another Jargar roar deep in the mines,” said Rick. “I think half my guys might piss themselves if they heard it.”

      “I’ve arranged for replicators to be put inside the mines themselves,” said Alex. “It will add an extra safety layer to protect not only the miners, but the VDF too. You guys will be as safe as you can be down there.”

      “That’s something at least,” replied Rick before changing the subject. “So you’re enrolling the new men of the MERF today? With Serrano of all people?”

      “Yeah, I’m not looking forward to that,” said Alex. “But I need to make sure we do it together. Otherwise, I wouldn’t put it past him to fuck it up. I don’t trust him to do anything without having some oversight into it.”

      “A really good idea. He should still be kicked off the Council though. Really, he should be exiled for what he did before he even came to the colony.”

      “I agree, Rick. The funny thing about all of this is how he’s been since Ellie got on the Council. He was so firmly in Belladonna’s camp that it was never up for debate before. You just knew he was going to vote how she did. Now, he’s done a complete 180. Cassara is the only holdout from that old group. I’d sure like to know what he’s getting at with this.”

      “Maybe he’s had a change of heart?” suggested Rick. “Maybe he’s decided to stop being such a shithead.”

      “Serrano?” scoffed Alex. “Yeah, I doubt that.”

      “You’re probably right. You know how that saying goes. A leopard never changes its spots.”

      “Which is why I still want him monitored just in case he’s really up to something,” agreed Alex.

      They arrived at the mining biosphere moments later, where half the VDF had now congregated. Construction crews were still working on the new watchtowers and the ranks of new miners were being trained. Though Alex was happy to start off with fresh men, he still thought they looked a little nervous to be there.

      Ultimately, he couldn’t blame them for that though. He just needed to make sure they were protected.

      The morning went by quickly, with Alex supervising training regimens and getting paperwork completed. It was nearly lunchtime when Alex realized he was hungry, but before he could address it, he had a visitor.

      He opened the door to his office at the biosphere only to find Kristina holding something in a small gray box.

      “What are you doing here?” asked Alex. “I thought you’d still be back in the city in the main office?”

      “I was but I had something for you,” said Kristina, shutting the door. “Do you remember what you asked me to work on a couple days ago?”

      Kristina pointed to her ear, which helped to jog his memory.

      “The noise-canceling plug,” answered Alex as his eyes went to the box. “You have a prototype?”

      Kristina giggled. “More than just a prototype, Alex. I have something ready to present. Here, check it out.”

      She opened the box and Alex actually had to search to find out what she was talking about. Finally, he saw it, two small lumps of flesh-colored strips sitting neatly beside each other.

      “That’s it?” asked Alex. “They’re so tiny.”

      “That’s the idea,” she replied. “Remember, we didn’t want anyone asking questions so they had to be small. It’s going to filter out the noise you hear from the replicators. I designed them with a binding polymer so that it will quite literally stick to your skin.”

      “Where do they have to sit?” asked Alex.

      “Right outside your ear. Here let me help you apply them.”

      Kristina produced a small pair of tweezers and carefully pulled out one of the strips. She looked at the side of his head, and she slowly applied one of the strips right at the entrance to his ear. Alex could barely feel something being layered against the skin but the application was so light that he didn’t even know it was there. Kristina repeated the same process on the other side before she turned back to look at him.

      “There,” she said finally. “Can’t even tell they’re there. It matches your skin tone and they’re so flat that they just blend right in.”

      “I can’t feel a thing,” said Alex. “But do they work?”

      Kristina stepped away from the door. “Only one way to find out.”

      Alex chuckled and together they stepped out of the office. They moved past the work crew that was fixing the main doors to the biosphere and stepped outside, which put Alex in range of at least seven different replicators—five along the upper rim and two guarding the road.

      He couldn’t hear a thing. That grating noise was finally gone.

      Kristina must have noticed the look of relief on his face because she was soon beaming with a smile. “Great, right? It’s finally gone?”

      “Have I told you lately how awesome you are?” asked Alex. “Because you’re seriously awesome. The noise is gone. They work perfectly.”

      Kristina put her hands together excitedly. “I’m so glad you like them! I was so nervous, wanting to make sure I got this right. I couldn’t ask anyone to test them obviously so you were quite literally my guinea pig.”

      “Well, it’s a total success,” said Alex. “And you’re every bit as remarkable as your creator.”

      Kristina acted like it was the best compliment he could ever give her. She pushed in close and hugged him tightly.

      “Thank you, Alex. I just want to be useful. I just want to know I make a difference.”

      “Trust me, you certainly do. You make one hell of a difference. Quite honestly, I don’t know what I’d do without you now.”

      Before Kristina could respond, he had a message pop up on his P-com. It was from Vitale, and it contained a link to a video.

      Vitale’s message underneath was simple.

      Replicators are working just fine. This is happening right now about five hundred meters to the west of your current position.

      The video showed a feed from one of Vitale’s cameras. It captured two Jargars on the upper rim, no doubt drawn to the sounds of all the activity coming from the biosphere. Both of them had passed the demarcation line where the frequency began but both creatures were struggling greatly with the noise. They seemed determined to push through at one point before finally giving up and admitting defeat, running back to where they came from.

      It told Alex two things. One, that they were still determined enough to make their attacks that they were willing to endure the pain just to make it happen. The second thing was that they were going to keep testing his defenses no matter what.

      They would never be safe as long as the Jargars existed. One way or another, he would have to find a way to end their threat permanently.

      By the time the afternoon was just about over, a lot of progress had been made. Alex caught a rover back to the city to attend his meeting with Serrano, and he wasn’t looking forward to it. The call had been put out for volunteers for the MERF but Alex was worried about what kind of candidate would apply if they knew Serrano was in charge.

      He hoped that he could prevent too many of Serrano’s lackeys from getting on the new force.

      When he arrived in Serrano’s office, he should have known something was wrong. Serrano looked a bit too pleased with himself, and that was always a bad sign.

      “I almost forgot you were still coming over,” said Serrano, barely looking up from the feed screen.

      “We still have a job to do,” replied Alex. “We need to enlist the new members in the MERF.”

      It was at that point that Serrano gave him the answer he least expected.

      “Don’t worry about it. I already took care of it.”

      Alex stopped moving mid-stride. “What do you mean you already took care of it?”

      “I already did that this morning,” replied Serrano. “I’ll send you the list right now.”

      Alex ground his teeth together. “I told you we would do that together. Who gave you the right to do it yourself?”

      Serrano looked at him. “It was always my right as the head of mining operations. This is a mining response force. That makes it mine.”

      To make matters worse, the list of names came through at precisely that moment. Alex opened the list with his P-com and began to scroll through the names.

      “This reads like a who’s who of the men that tried to help you take over the Racine,” growled Alex. “If you think I’m going to let you put these men together in one force, you’re fucking nuts.”

      “Too bad I didn’t need your permission,” replied Serrano coolly. “The MERF is mine, Hawthorne. Accept it and move on.”

      Alex started to crack his knuckles. “That’s not what we agreed to.”

      Serrano sneered. “I don’t care. You might want to check the guidelines for what my position is capable of as head of mining operations. I had Belladonna show me the laws for mining operations last night. I’m allowed to be the final decision-maker for any force that ultimately works in those mines. And that will include the MERF.”

      “It’s still a paramilitary force,” argued Alex. “And military operations are under me.”

      “Again, check the guidelines,” said Serrano. “Or better yet, ask one of your girlfriends. I bet you that tasty redhead will know the answer. That is, if she hasn’t been too busy spreading her legs for you.”

      “This isn’t over,” warned Alex as turned toward the door. “Mark my words.”

      “Good,” replied Serrano. “At the end of the day, I’m starting to think this planet is too small for the both of us. Sooner or later, this is going to come to a head.”

      Alex hoped it would be sooner. The day Vesta was rid of Serrano would be a very sweet day.

      He just needed a way to hasten that day’s arrival.
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      “I’m so sorry, Alex. I should have seen this coming.”

      Alex had never seen Annette look so upset, even when Ellie’s trial was going on. It was just a few hours after Alex’s meeting with Serrano, and Alex was still feeling the heat of that confrontation.

      “I can’t find anything in the existing body of laws that says the head of mining operations doesn’t have total authority over any people put under that assignment,” said Annette. “With the MERF being under Serrano, he absolutely could enlist volunteers without your input. You really have no recourse in this position.”

      “He managed to do exactly what we didn’t want him to do,” replied Alex. “Enlist all the other pieces of shit in this force, the same men who tried to take over the Racine.”

      Alex kicked the chair in front of him, feeling incredibly stupid about the events surrounding the MERF. What was even worse was that it was too late to request the program be canceled. The funds had already been allocated and the program was guaranteed for at least ninety days, which was their initial probationary period. Even if he could get it terminated after the first ninety days, there was still a lot of damage they could do in that time.

      “Alex, this is all my fault,” said Annette, burying her face in her hands. “I should have said something in the Council. I shouldn’t have agreed to let this be put under him.”

      Alex reached over to touch her back. “It’s as much your fault as it is mine. Maybe our biggest mistake was thinking that Serrano could be amenable to us while we had the numbers. No matter what happens, he’s always going to be who he is. If Vesta is going to survive long-term, we’re going to have to find a way to neutralize him.”

      Annette looked at him with frustrated eyes. “So what do we do now?”

      “Well for one, no more deals with Serrano,” said Alex. “Number two, the MERF shouldn’t be allowed to be in a position where it can become a threat to the rest of the colony. The armory is still under VDF control and they won’t be allowed any heavy weaponry, which means no pulse rifles. If he hopes to use them as a fifth column, he’ll be disappointed.”

      “Do you really think it would come to that?” she asked. “Do you think Serrano would try to use the MERF as a private army to get what he wants?”

      Alex nodded reluctantly. “I wouldn’t put it past him to try. The man is an opportunist. If he sees a vacuum, he’s going to try to fill it. My goal is never give him the vacuum in the first place. The VDF is going to be on his ass this entire time, making sure he never gets close to any additional power.”

      Annette leaned her head against his shoulder. “I’m sorry. Ellie is just as upset too. She at least has the excuse of being distracted by it being her first Council back. We don’t have that luxury.”

      Alex kissed her forehead. “Everything will be fine. We’ll work this out. He needs this colony working just as much as we do. Let’s keep that in mind.”

      “You’re right,” muttered Annette. “I guess it’s fair to say that even with Belladonna off the Council, we still can’t prevent things like this from cropping up.”

      “Not unless you want to take over as Vesta’s empress,” teased Alex.

      “Now that’s not a bad idea. I’ve always wanted to be an empress.”

      Alex chuckled as Annette put her arms around his shoulders. “Come on, my eyes hurt from reading all these laws. Let’s go to bed.”

      “Okay, I suppose. Lead the way.”

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      Serrano

      The next morning, Serrano gathered all the new enlistees for the MERF on the central quad in the middle of the city. Staring back at him were fifteen men in total, the first of hopefully many more that would be run through the program. They were also fifteen of his men, with most of them having been with him since before he stepped foot on Vesta.

      And although they were tough operators in every sense of the word, they were no soldiers. They were thugs more than anything, with most only armed with a simple pulse pistol and no armor.

      Not that there would be any further weaponry forthcoming. Hawthorne had seen it fit to prevent access to the armory for the MERF, their temporary truce being over.

      That was fine by Serrano. He would find other ways to outfit his men.

      “Ross, you’re in charge of training,” barked Serrano to his trusty number two man. “See to it that they start operating like a single force instead of being a bunch of individuals.”

      “You got it, boss,” replied Ross as he turned about to face the men. “We’ll start with physical exercise to get them whipped into shape. But we will need better weapons eventually if we hope to be a true defensive force.”

      “You leave the weapons part to me,” said Serrano. “I’ll figure out a way to outsmart Hawthorne.”

      As Ross commenced the training, Serrano sighted another man on the opposite side of the quad. Before he knew it, he was walking over there, hoping to intercept him before he entered the next Biosphere.

      “Owen Drevan,” yelled Serrano, catching the man’s attention. “Been a long time since I’ve seen you around. Are we not friends anymore?”

      Owen stopped in his tracks and looked back at him. The glare he gave was anything but friendly.

      “What do you want, Serrano?” asked a guarded Owen.

      “What do I want?” asked Serrano with a laugh. “Is that how you greet an old friend? What happened between us, Owen? One minute I can count you as one of the few people in this colony with a brain and the next you’re signing up to play soldier with Alex Hawthorne of all people. What gives?”

      “I like being in the VDF,” replied Owen coolly. “It lets me feel like I’m doing something with my life besides shaking down anyone that pisses you off.”

      “And here I thought you could still do both,” said Serrano before he thumbed a finger back toward the other men. “My mining emergency response force is just getting started today. I could use a guy like you on it. You never disappointed me when you were still part of the group. Why don’t you come back for old time’s sake?”

      Owen looked out at the group before turning back to Serrano. “I’ll pass on that.”

      He started to walk away but Serrano jumped in front of him. “I wasn’t asking, Owen. You see, there aren’t many things I hate in this galaxy but three biggest things I hate are Vestan Ale, do-gooders like Hawthorne, and traitors. And from where I’m standing, you’re checking two out of three boxes. You have the opportunity to fix that right now by joining the MERF. Why don’t you come back home? Don’t pick the wrong side.”

      “Like I said, I’ll pass on that,” said Owen, glaring back at him. “I happen to like spending time with those do-gooders over the rest of your friends. Thanks for the offer.”

      Serrano put his hand up. “If that’s your decision, then you might want to start watching your back, Drevan. From what I’ve heard the VDF soldiers don’t have a long lifespan. If I were you, you might want to reconsider your choice of a profession.”

      Owen didn’t bother to respond to that. He simply pushed past Serrano before heading into the nearest biosphere. Serrano growled under his breath.

      “You’re dead, kid. You just don’t know it yet.”

      With one last look in Drevan’s direction, Serrano turned back to face his men, who were now running laps around the quad while following Ross, who was setting a heavy pace. Training the MERF would be a great step toward molding them into one force, but Serrano was already thinking of their first “team-building” exercise that would pull them closer together.

      And he knew just who would be the target of such an exercise.
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      “Alex? You have a visitor.”

      Alex looked up from his desk to find Kristina by the door. Since her desk was stationed just outside of his VDF office, it happened quite often that she was the first to alert him of a guest.

      “Who is it?” asked Alex.

      “None other than your favorite soon-to-be billionaire inventor!” came the voice from just behind Kristina. She rolled her eyes playfully before stepping aside, allowing Vitale to walk into the room.

      “Soon to be billionaire?” asked Alex with a chuckle. “What’s this all about?”

      “Let me show you,” said Vitale as he pulled up something on his P-com. As it turned out, it looked like a hologram copy of a receipt.

      “This right here is the key to my success,” said Vitale proudly. “This is a receipt that just came through from an android distribution center in Emporium. They operate three distinct markets all over the planet, mostly where they sell low-functioning android maids and servants for the wealthy on the planet. They had one of their representatives on the trade ship that was here and he was very interested in these modified Womb’ans.”

      “Did you sell him one?” asked Alex.

      “You bet,” grinned Vitale. “At least, I sold him a new prototype version that would be different from Tabby, Tammy, and Kristina. Where I could get in trouble is that they are technically still modified Womb’ans and they would be protected by Inspiration Technologies’ copyright. The two biggest issues are the Womb’an programming that I didn’t change and then of course the body. This buyer is going to agree to supply me with a third-party android exoskeleton that isn’t proprietary to anyone else, and I can redo the remaining programming that’s left. The end result will be a completely different product that I can sell and license on my own. But that’s not even the best part.”

      “I have a feeling the best part is how much they’re paying you,” replied Alex.

      “Bingo. Fifty thousand credits for this new prototype,” said Vitale proudly, making Alex’s eyes bulge.

      “Fifty thousand?” Alex repeated. “That’s ten times what a standard Womb’an goes for on the market.”

      “I know, isn’t it great? The buyer liked what he saw so much that they must see the incredible potential in these. I think once they see how the prototype reacts, we’re going to be swimming in orders.”

      “That’s awesome, Vitale. Great news for sure. And it couldn’t happen to a greater guy.”

      Vitale managed to look modest. “Well, I really didn’t do that much. But I could sure use a business partner if you catch my drift.”

      Alex chuckled. “Business partner? I don’t know much about business. I’d just get in your way.”

      Vitale actually looked disappointed.

      “You should really reconsider, Alex. This could be the start of a really cool thing,” replied Vitale.

      “But how would I help?” asked Alex. “You don’t really need me for that. I don’t bring anything to the table. You’re the man with the brains and ideas. I’m just an old soldier.”

      “Maybe, but you’re the one that came up with the idea to sell it,” said Vitale. “And if this is a company that we can get started off the ground, I’m going to need some help with it. Especially if it’s bringing in that kind of money to Vesta.”

      “Are you sure about this? You’re not just making this offer because we’re friends, right?”

      “I’m making this offer because we are friends,” replied Vitale. “And there are many forms a partnership could take. Just think about it, okay? I could quickly see this scaling outside of my control.”

      “Even with Tabby and Tammy?”

      Vitale grunted and nodded. “I had to turn down their arousal settings. They were about to kill me. I put it on the lowest setting for a few days, which basically made them nuns. It’s nice to go to bed and just sleep for once. Or go to the shower and just shower. Or go to the kitchen and just—”

      “I think I get it,” replied Alex, laughing. “It’s all good. Let me think about this partnership thing and I’ll get back to you. If anything, I'm willing to be your guinea pig. If you ever need to test out any upgrades or improvements, I’m your man. I think I can best help you out that way.”

      Vitale beamed. “That sounds like a plan to me.”
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      The morning after Alex listened to Vitale’s proposal, he woke up with a stiff back.

      Most of that was due to his choice of bed, or lack of. Alex had stayed up late with Annette that night, watching some sporting match that was being broadcasted from Alpha Prime. The end result was that they both fell asleep on the couch, making the most of their lack of sleeping space.

      Today was supposed to be an important day as well. The MERF was taking their training to the mining biosphere for the first time in preparation of taking over for the VDF. Alex’s attitude towards the group hadn’t thawed since Serrano enlisted his friends behind Alex’s back. In fact, seeing them all together only made him all the more hostile to it.

      At the end of the day though, they weren’t supposed to be his problem. Alex only had to ensure a peaceful transition of power to allow the MERFs to do their job. In the process, he would recoup two whole VDF squads, which he could use to augment their defense. Once that was in place, the contact between the two groups would only be minimal (at least he hoped).

      When Alex arrived at the mining biosphere, he could see there was already trouble brewing. Several people were standing inside the biosphere and they were yelling at each other. He could see that each side was represented, with the argument pitting the VDF vs the MERF. On either side of the fight were their respective friends, and most importantly, Serrano seemed to be nowhere in sight.

      For the VDF side, the two most involved in the argument were Dave Cooper and Carla Brown, who held the distinction of being some of the first Vestans that Alex met when he came to the city.

      The fact that his normally level-headed people were involved in a scuffle like this told him that it was most likely instigated by the other side.

      “I’m not going to tell you again,” growled Dave, getting in the face of one MERF lackey. “You touch Carla and I’ll use my pulse rifle to blast you a new asshole.”

      The lackey only grinned. “She didn’t say she had a boyfriend. I wouldn’t have squeezed her ass if I thought you were coming to the rescue.”

      “No one touches me without getting my permission,” said Carla, stepping out from behind Dave. “Especially not the likes of you.”

      “It’s all good, sweetheart,” replied the second MERF. “You like to play for the other team, I get it. Prefer sucking clams over being with a real man? Lucky for you, you live in the right place. Plenty of cunt to go around—”

      That man never finished his sentence because Dave slugged him at that moment. Of course, the second MERF member took advantage of the chaos to hit Dave, which only served to escalate the entire thing.

      By the time Alex had forced himself to the middle, it had turned into an all-out melee. He was only surprised no one had started shooting yet.

      “That’s enough! Cut it out right now!” yelled Alex as he forcibly separated the two groups and glared at each side. “First day on deployment for the MERFs and you had to start a brawl in the damn biosphere? What the hell’s wrong with you?”

      “They started it, Commander,” said Dave, pointing at the MERF. “They grabbed Carla’s ass as we were walking by.”

      “Is this true?” asked Alex to the first MERF, who was now nursing an eye that was slowly turning blue. He didn’t say a single word, content to just glare back at Alex.

      “I asked you a question,” said Alex. “Did you grab her ass?”

      The MERF sneered. “My hand might have slipped.”

      Before Alex could rip him a new one, there was another new arrival.

      Serrano stepped in and quickly forced his way toward the center. “What’s this I hear about fights in the biosphere? What’s going on here?”

      “Exactly the kind of shit I thought would happen with your people,” replied Alex. “Your man instigated this fight with my VDF.”

      “Is that right, Rogers?” asked Serrano, looking at the first man. “Are you looking for a fight?”

      Rogers sneered. “Just trying to make friends is more like it.”

      Serrano turned to look at Alex. “I think you have it all wrong, Hawthorne. My people are a friendly bunch. Just looking to get to know yours. I think we have a big misunderstanding.”

      “I bet you if we check the camera feeds, we’ll see exactly what happened,” replied Alex coolly.

      Serrano shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. But this man is under my authority. Any disciplinary actions will be issued from my office, not yours. You got that?”

      Alex scoffed. He knew there would be no such disciplinary action coming to Rogers. He had no doubt that as soon as he walked away, the whole thing would be forgotten by Serrano and the MERF.

      “Keep your people in line,” warned Alex. “Or I will step in to protect the VDF.”

      “Don’t you worry about that,” replied Serrano. “I have a tight hand around the MERF. They won’t scratch their asses without asking for permission first. Right, boys?”

      The rest of the MERF started to laugh at that statement before they dispersed, leaving Alex alone with his VDF squad.

      “I’m sorry, Commander,” said Dave as he lowered his head in humility. “I shouldn’t have hit him. It felt damn good to do so but I still shouldn’t have done it.”

      “No, no you shouldn’t have,” said Alex before taking a look at Dave’s face, which was cut from where he’d been struck. “Get some attention on this. Get it cleaned up.”

      “Yes, sir,” replied Dave.

      “I want to make something really clear,” said Alex to the entire squad. “You will work with the MERF as minimally as possible. You don’t interact with them outside of what is necessary to do the job. There will be no more altercations between the two groups, understand? And if they keep instigating like what just happened here today, I want to know about it right away.”

      “Yes, sir,” said Carla. “But can we still slug them first before we report it to you?”

      “Get it reported to me first,” said Alex. “If you’re going to start a fight, keep it to hands until I get there.”

      That caused a chuckle out of the squad.

      “I meant what I said though,” continued Alex. “The MERF is a secondary force that is outside of my control. They are not VDF. Keep that in mind and tread cautiously around them.”

      The group seemed to take the warning and dispersed moments later to do their jobs. It was probably a good thing in retrospect because Alex got a call from Kristina shortly after.

      “What’s going on?” asked Alex to her hologram appearance.

      “Alex, there’s something you should see,” said Kristina. “Something strange that I can’t explain. I’m sending you camera footage right now. This was taken last night from one of the outer watchtowers along the road to the biosphere. Here, check it out.”

      The image of Kristina changed to the camera feed outside the watchtower. All the cameras were outfitted with an infrared sensor that kicked in after dark, allowing clear footage of several Jargars just within range of the camera.

      And these Jargars were doing something that Alex couldn’t explain. It was like they kept trying to charge toward the camera but couldn’t quite make it. It didn’t stop them from trying over and over again though.

      “Are they within range of the replicator?” asked Alex upon viewing the footage.

      Kristina nodded. “Their starting position is within the maximum range so they can hear it. It’s like they’re trying to build up a tolerance to the sound. They keep forcing themselves forward, tolerating the louder noise until they can’t take it anymore.”

      It was the last thing Alex wanted to hear. Through the force of sheer will, the Jargars were still trying to get within the protected perimeter of the city. What was making them so determined though?

      “Do we have any other footage of similar behavior?” asked Alex.

      Kristina shook her head. “Negative to that. I had all the feeds checked just to make sure. But I’ll keep monitoring it in case that changes.”

      “I want to know the moment it does,” said Alex. “This doesn’t bode well for us. If the bastards are already trying to find a way around our defenses, we might need a new plan before we know it.”

      Kristina grimaced. “That’s what I was afraid of.”
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      Being in charge of the MERF added a lot more responsibility to Serrano’s plate, and he was already tired of it. He was agitated at having to make every decision for them, from what kind of uniform they would wear to a standardized list of equipment that they were to have access to. It was more work than he was willing to put in just to have his own private force, and he looked forward to the day when he could get the payoff he wanted from the MERF.

      Hopefully it was the same day they were blasting out of Vesta to set a course for Dangallu.

      For now though, Serrano was having a drink. This bar was the best in the entire city, serving some of the more potent drinks from the Emporium and the Vega systems. At least it wasn’t that slop that was called Vestan Ale. He would never permit himself to drink that piss water again.

      Serrano was situated in the back corner of the bar, away from the rest of the patrons. He positioned himself here on purpose, not wanting anyone else to overhear the conversation he was about to have. Checking his P-com to see the time, Serrano knew that his guest was just about to arrive, and he wasn’t surprised to see him enter the bar moments later.

      The man that entered was unknown to Serrano. He’d been recommended by one of his men as someone with a technical brain, someone that could help do the job that Serrano had in mind. He was also the kind of guy without a family here on Vesta, which put him in a small minority. It was just the kind of demographic that Serrano liked to target.

      That and the fact the guy looked like he hadn’t been laid in years. He would certainly be able to buy a good time once they reached Dangallu.

      “You Nash?” asked Serrano once he neared the table.

      The man nodded and slipped into the booth. He looked nervous, as he should be. If he didn’t know Serrano’s reputation before he received the invitation, he’d most certainly asked around and heard it from his friends.

      “Good,” replied Serrano. “You’re one of the few Vestans that actually have both living parents here at the colony. You’re a second-generation Vestan by that logic, being born here. Not many of you left in a colony of this size.”

      Nash gave him a confused look. “That’s right. Why are you asking about that though? Your man said he wanted someone with hacking experience.”

      Serrano leaned back in his seat. “That’s entirely right. I need someone with the experience to hack into Vesta’s treasury and divert all the credits into a personal account. My personal account.”

      Now Nash was really starting to look uncomfortable. “But that’s illegal.”

      Serrano shrugged. “What’s your point?”

      “But I’m not going to help you do anything illegal if that’s what you’re asking. I’m not trying to get exiled and torn to shreds by the Jargars.”

      “Well you see, you don’t have a choice, Nash,” replied Serrano. “Either you help me with what I’m asking you, or I’m going to see to it that Mama and Papa Nash come to a very dirty end.”

      Nash started to pale quickly. “E-excuse me?”

      “You heard me. I know all about your family, Nash. That’s the benefit of being on the Vestan Council—unlimited access to all family data. For example, I know your parents live in Biosphere Ten, unit fifty-four. I know their best friends live three units down in fifty-one. It would be a shame if they had a grizzly ending.”

      “Y-you can’t threaten me,” sputtered Nash. “You’re a Councilor! And how do you know I’m not wearing a recorder?”

      Serrano pointed to his P-com. “See this app right here? It’s a data scrambler. Even if you were stupid enough to come here with a recorder, all you’re going to get is static. Same with any cameras in this corner of the bar. Like that one in the corner.”

      Nash looked up nervously to the camera. Ordinarily, it would be flashing a red light but the data scrambler made it look like it had been turned off.

      “Listen, I think you have the wrong guy. I’m not even that good of a hacker,” protested Nash. “And I surely can’t get into the Vestan treasury.”

      “Oh, you’re a bit more experienced than you say,” replied Serrano. “My man did his homework. And while you may not be like that nerd Vitale Grieco, you’re the next best thing. And this offer doesn’t come without a reward either. Anyone that helps me will get more money and women than they can handle.”

      “How does that work?” asked Nash, seeming interested for the first time in the whole conversation. Serrano sneered; he knew offering women to someone who was too hopeless to get laid, on Vesta of all places, would likely pan out.

      “You just do what I tell you to do without protest,” replied Serrano. “And your parents don’t get their throats slit while they’re sleeping. And you come away with a little spending money and someone to suck your dick. Seems like a no-brainer to me.”

      Nash swallowed hard as he contemplated his options. Serrano took another sip of the pale ale in front of him, enjoying the taste coupled with Nash’s moral dilemma alongside it.

      To his surprise, Nash wasn’t so easily swayed.

      “I’m n-not a criminal,” he sputtered, taking one last, desperate stand. “I can’t agree to this—I won’t.”

      Serrano chuckled before reaching across the table to grab the man’s throat. Nash’s eyes bulged as his tiny hands wrapped around Serrano’s.

      “You can’t scream in this position,” said Serrano calmly. “And we’re tucked in this corner where no one can see you. So let me ask you one more time, Nash. You either do exactly what I say when I say it, or you, your parents, and everyone remotely connected to your family will die a very tragic death. I won’t even kill you right now. I’ll keep you for last until you’ve watched all your loved ones die so you can completely understand your dilemma. So what’s it going to be? Certain death on one hand or a little spending money and some pussy on the other?”

      Nash’s response couldn’t have been more clear despite the fact that it squeaked out of his mouth.

      “I’ll help!”
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      While Serrano was getting what he wanted from his hacker, Alex was searching for more equipment to outfit his ballooning VDF. With all the new squads that had been raised since Ellie joined the Council, there had been a need to outfit them with uniforms, boots, helmets, and other weaponry.

      Rifles and pistols weren’t that much of a problem. The armory was fully stocked with pulse weaponry from manufacturers like Tigwalt and Sabert. The bigger issue was uniforms. With the VDF doubling in size, and when affording for wear and tear, Alex had a sudden shortage on his hands.

      He had mentioned the issue in passing to Ellie and it was her idea that brought them to the platform at the top of Biosphere One.

      “I thought you said it was only Allen Vesta’s office that was up here?” asked Alex as they rode the lift to the platform. “There’s storage up here too?”

      “Plenty of room for storage,” confirmed Ellie. “In the early days, some of the first housing units were located up here so that they could free the ground level for growing crops. As the city expanded though, there wasn’t so much of a need for them and so this area turned into storage, even when my grandfather was still alive. I know I’ve seen spare equipment stored up here, for a time when the VDF was much larger.”

      That proved to be true enough, as Ellie led him into the two different storage rooms where he found a small treasure trove of helmets and boots.

      Alex blew the dust off one pair. “They look to still be in good shape. And I doubt anyone’s going to care if they’re a little dusty.”

      “Same with the helmets,” said Ellie, using her hand to brush off the dust. “At least we’re getting some use out of this stuff. With the larger VDF and the frequency replicators, we’re probably the safest we’ve been in years.”

      “We can hope,” said Alex, keeping silent about his thoughts on the Jargars. If it turned out they were able to get past the replicators, Vesta might find itself back to square one.

      “I’ll have Vitale loan me a few of those moving androids,” said Alex finally once he’d set aside a number of boxes. “We’ll have all this equipment taken back to the armory. I hope that will be enough to get us by for a few months but we’ll need to order more soon.”

      “Are you expecting to increase the VDF even more?” asked Ellie.

      Alex shook his head. “No, that’s more or less from normal wear-and-tear. Our supplies were large enough to last when the VDF was barely fifty of us but now that we’ve doubled, we’re burning through much quicker than I expected. Just another thing we’ll have to keep track of.”

      “Hmm,” said Ellie. “I’ll have to show you where we place orders for new equipment. If we get the order placed quickly enough, we can have it loaded on the next trade ship from Emporium.”

      “That would be great!”

      They walked out of the storage room to the central platform. Before they could go down the lift, Alex noticed another hallway that he hadn’t seen before.

      “What’s down that hall?” asked Alex. “More storage space?”

      “Not exactly,” replied Ellie. “Come on, I’ll show you.”

      She led him down the darkened hall, where they eventually found a door. The door opened up to a room that was sectioned off from the rest of the biosphere, but allowed the natural light to filter through from outside. There was a separate lift over here that Alex hadn’t seen before as well as another door to the outside.

      The door clearly hadn’t been used in a while as Ellie needed Alex’s help to bulge it but once it was open, Alex looked out in astonishment.

      There was a small landing pad built on top of the biosphere.

      “I had no idea this was up here,” said Alex. “Although it makes sense. When was this last used?”

      “Probably not since my grandfather died,” replied Ellie as they climbed up to the pad. Suddenly, they were standing quite literally on top of the entire city. Alex could see each other biospheres below their feet as well as the foothills some distance away where the mining biosphere was.

      “This was the original starport for the colony,” explained Ellie. “Back before we knew what kind of threats were on the planet, my grandfather wanted a secure starport just in case a threat arose that could destroy the entire city. Back in those days, we had a small ship that we could use in case of an emergency, and my grandfather imagined we could take off from up here, keeping the people safe from any threat down below.”

      “Fascinating,” replied Alex as he walked around the pad. “What happened to the ship?”

      “Like most old ships, it broke down,” said Ellie. “It was sold for scrap by my father. By that time, we had no use for it anyway. The quad below was large enough to land most ships and it was protected by being surrounded by the other biospheres. It just wasn’t necessary anymore, which is why no one has been up here in years.”

      “Yeah, it’s a little too small for a trade ship from Emporium,” said Alex. “But good to know it exists. Hopefully we’ll never need it.”

      Ellie nodded and then placed her arms around his neck. “It is a really good place for privacy though. You know, just in case someone ever wanted to sneak up here for a little fun.”

      “And what kind of fun might you be thinking about?” asked Alex, playing along.

      Ellie smiled and started to unbutton her pants. “Let’s just say you haven’t lived until you’ve had sex on top of the whole city.”
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      Another week passed by before Alex had to face his growing suspicions about the Jargars. As it happened, Alex was going through rifle training for new recruits, utilizing the training grounds outside the city. Like the mining biosphere, the training grounds had been temporarily abandoned in the aftermath of the attack, but were reoccupied once the replicators proved to be successful. In this way, Alex was able to train his new recruits without the threat of attack.

      For the most part, they were showing signs of progress too. Alex even had to move some of the targets out even further, and this particular group still had no trouble nailing them. Once they proved proficient in weaponry (which they were well on their way to doing), they would have no problem becoming full members of the VDF.

      Alex was almost finished with the training for the day when an alarming call came in. It was from Rob Decklan’s squad, which was manning the new watchtowers along the rim at the mining biosphere.

      “Sir, we have a problem here,” came the call from Rob. “One of my men took down a Jargar that was getting too close to the biosphere.”

      “Was it within range of the replicators?” asked Alex.

      “That’s the part that makes this so interesting,” said Rob. “My soldier reports that the creature didn’t appear to be affected by the sound. It just kept coming closer.”

      That certainly got Alex’s attention, and he dismissed the class so that he could attend to the matter in person. Before he could leave the city, he grabbed Vitale and Kristina, wanting expert opinions just in case the situation had changed.

      By the time they reached the mining biosphere, the Jargar’s body had been recovered and pulled inside. Rob met him at the door and quickly saluted.

      “Do you want me to put the men on high alert?” asked Rob. “So far, we haven’t seen anything out of the ordinary but we can never be too cautious.”

      “Not just yet,” replied Alex. “Let me see the body. I want to know if this one really wasn’t affected by the sound.”

      Rob led them into the room, where the corpse was laid out on a table. It was still bleeding out, as evidenced by the multiple shots that had riddled the torso. Alex suspected that several of those were “just in case” measures before they brought the Jargar inside but what he was most interested in seeing was the head.

      With Vitale and Kristina working on it, it was no time at all before they figured out the issue.

      “Here’s your problem,” said Vitale as he looked up from the creature’s ears. “There’s severe nerve damage that has taken place on both ears. When the nerves get this damaged, it prevents auditory signals from being passed to the brain, what we know as sound. With it being on both ears, this Jargar was effectively deaf. It wouldn’t have been able to hear the frequency.”

      “It sounds like there’s a but coming,” said Alex. “I’m going to guess this creature wasn’t born like this though?”

      “No, it wasn’t,” said Vitale. “Or at least it wasn’t born with total hearing loss. Something caused this. Look at the way the skin is broken right here.”

      Vitale gestured to several marks that were present on both ears.

      “These are consistent with burn marks,” said Vitale. “Extreme heat could provide the nerve damage possible to pull this off but to get it on both ears? Alex, this was deliberate.”

      “It’s like a blow torch was used to do it,” added Kristina. “Whoever did this knew exactly what was going to happen.”

      Alex felt his stomach drop. “Could this creature have done it on his own? Or would someone have helped him? Another Jargar?”

      Vitale winced. “I’m not sure. These wounds are very ugly. It could’ve been done on its own but the pain would have been intense. It’s more likely that it was done with help while this creature was restrained.”

      It was the last thing Alex wanted to hear.

      “If that’s the case, the game is changing,” replied Alex. “This deliberate mutilation shows the Jargars are raising the stakes. They are going to try to get around the replicators this way, and they’re not above hurting themselves to do it. The only question now is how many will be willing to go through this just to get to us?”

      “I don’t know if it’s a matter of who’s willing,” said Vitale. “It might be how many are being forced to do it.”

      “We can’t take any chances,” said Alex as he called Rob back into the room. The lieutenant took one look at the Jargar and then back at Alex.

      “Put all the squads on high alert,” said Alex. “For the next week, the rotation is canceled. The two squads that are resting will be assigned to the mining biosphere to augment the protection of the miners. We still have several of the sensors that were taken out when the replicators were put in. I want this positioned around the mines just in case.”

      Rob’s eyes flickered to the Jargar briefly. “Are we under attack, sir? What’s going on?”

      “I’m not sure yet,” said Alex. “But I don’t want our men to be caught unawares. Have anyone who sees something suspicious report it to their lieutenant. If any Jargars are killed in the process, I want their bodies recovered immediately.”

      Rob saluted and left the room to begin carrying out the orders. Within twenty minutes, the entire VDF was on edge, not wanting a repeat of the attack from last month. Alex stayed in the mining biosphere’s control room for the rest of the day, keeping a close eye on all feeds just in case the Jargars tried something. By the time it was dark, not a single sight or sound of Jargars had manifested.

      As Alex took the rover back to the city, he could only wonder one thing. How many more Jargars might show up with mutilated ears?
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      For the next four days, the city was quiet despite the VDF being on high alert. For the first day, Alex got reports from the squads every time the wind changed directions, but it started to slowly settle from there. There were no further Jargar sightings but Alex kept them on their current status anyway.

      They couldn’t afford to relax at this stage of the game.

      On the evening of the fourth day, he came home exhausted. Jenna was the only one home that evening, as Kristina was staying late at VDF headquarters while both Annette and Ellie were working their secondary jobs.

      Alex didn’t mind that so much. There was a certain novelty about coming home to just Jenna, reminding him of his first month in Vesta when it was just the two of them.

      They quickly took advantage of the alone time. After having a quick dinner, things quickly progressed until Alex was holding Jenna’s naked body against the wall, pounding her for all she was worth. Jenna was clinging to his neck as he pillaged her body, not stopping until he deposited another thick load inside her pussy.

      This was always the time he liked most, so soon after a powerful orgasm. Alex made his way to the couch, keeping Jenna in his arms. He sat down carefully, pulling her with him so that she landed on top of him. It was a convenient position that also left him mostly buried inside her.

      Jenna had a blissful look on her face once they were settled.

      “We need to do that more often,” she said, giggling.

      “What’s that? Have sex? Or have sex against the wall?”

      “All of the above,” she answered. “But I really like what you just did, holding me up and everything. It makes me feel so . . . vulnerable. Like I’m completely at your mercy.”

      Alex grinned at her. “No one can say that you don’t have a submissive streak in you.”

      Jenna started to turn red. “You know I do. I just like it when I feel like you’re taking what you want. It makes me feel sexy.”

      “You don’t need my help to feel sexy, trust me. I still think you’re the most gorgeous woman in Vesta.”

      Jenna arched an eyebrow. “Even compared with Ellie and Annette?”

      Alex nodded. “Just don’t tell them I said it. Don’t get me wrong, I love all three of you. But you affect me in ways that they just can’t.”

      Jenna beamed with a smile. “I don’t have words to describe how much I love you. We have a unique situation but I wouldn’t trade it for anything. And that’s the biggest surprise to me yet. I thought I knew who I was before I came here. And this whole thing has taught me that I still have a lot to learn about myself.”

      “I’ve learned a lot about you,” teased Alex. “Like how you like to be submissive and pounded against the wall.”

      Jenna started to turn red again. “You’re the only person who’s ever done that to me. And honestly, you’re the only person who will ever get to do that to me. That’s for you and you alone, baby.”

      “Damn straight,” growled Alex.

      They kissed for several minutes, locking lips in a lazy fashion just as a way to pass the time. When the kissing stopped, Jenna rested her head against his chest and looked to be going to sleep. Alex took the opportunity to check his P-com, hoping to see no alerts from the VDF.

      “Why are you checking your P-com?” asked Jenna, not missing a beat.

      “I just wanted to make sure it was quiet with the squads right now.”

      “You know the lieutenants will let you know if something comes up.”

      “I know,” said Alex. “I’m just antsy about it. Ever since we shot that Jargar, I’ve been waiting for this issue to show its face again.”

      Jenna was one of the few people who knew about the mutilated ears. She nodded her head. “The VDF is in the best shape since we got here. If anyone can handle it, it’s the VDF. You have to take some of this stress off your shoulders.”

      “I’m trying,” said Alex with a faint smile. “It’s tough. Responsibility is not something I give up lightly. I just worry about those creatures. In evolutionary terms, those creatures that are most successful are those that can best adapt to change. What if that’s what we’re witnessing here? What if they are adapting to our defenses?”

      “Then we will adapt too,” replied Jenna. “Just like we did with the replicators. They aren’t the only lifeforms out there that can change. They might be bigger and faster than us, but we have larger brains. That’s how I know we’re going to win.”

      Jenna’s confidence was the shot in the arm he needed and Alex let the issue die as she fell asleep on his chest. One thing he kept coming back to was what would happen on the day their technology fell short in containing the Jargar problem?

      And what if diplomacy became the only way to keep Vesta safe?
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      Alex’s worries about the self-mutilation done by the Jargars turned out to be premature. Two more weeks passed by without even so much as a sighting of the Jargars let alone reports of mutilated ears. Even those working in the mines were starting to relax, confident that they were being protected by the heavy replicator coverage throughout the subterranean passages.

      Alex wasn’t about to let his guard down though. He’d seen too much in his time as a soldier to know that most enemies didn’t just lay down and accept defeat. They wouldn’t stop trying until they were dead, and the Jargars would be no different. If anything, the replicators just bought them a reprieve. It was one that was badly needed and it allowed them to increase the VDF as well as make all the changes that Alex had wanted to make.

      But he knew it was still just a reprieve.

      Which meant they would have to be ready when the Jargars came back.

      Later that evening, Alex was on his way back to the city after a routine inspection of the replicators surrounding the mining biosphere when he got an excitable call from Vitale. When the scientist’s hologram appeared in front of Alex, he could tell Vitale was upset about something.

      “You look like someone just told you that androids were declared to be illegal,” joked Alex. “What’s wrong, Vitale?”

      Vitale didn’t even smile at the joke. “Can you come to my lab right away? We have a major problem.”

      “What kind of problem?” asked Alex, quickening his pace. “Something with the replicators?”

      “Worse,” replied Vitale. “Hurry please.”

      The transmission ended at that point, leaving Alex both confused and worried. He nearly sprinted the short distance to Vitale’s lab, half expecting to find it under siege by the Jargars. By the time he saw Vitale, he was plugged into his computer and typing away, while Tammy worked a similar station right next to him.

      “What’s this all about?” asked Alex as he rested his hand against the back of Vitale’s chair. “If it’s not the replicators, what has you so worried?”

      Vitale didn’t mince words. He turned around to stare at Alex. “Someone is trying to hack the security protocols I developed for the Vestan city government.”

      “They’re trying to hack them?” asked Alex. “For what reason?”

      “That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” said Vitale. “Whoever is doing it is reasonably skilled. I have several alarms set up for just this kind of purpose and they managed to only trigger one of them, getting around the others. But even they can’t get around the encryption that I wrote so easily.”

      “Who would have a motive to hack into the city’s programs?” asked Alex. “And what do they all contain?”

      “It contains nearly everything that we have stored locally,” replied Vitale. “All the data from every Council meeting since the city’s founding, all processes from every operation that we maintain. Defense logs, personal information—the whole nine. Anyone who gets in who shouldn’t have access can have the entire system at their fingertips. They can change whatever they want or leak information that isn’t meant to be spread.”

      “Okay, I get it,” replied Alex. “So who is it? And why? What are they after?”

      “Luckily for us, the hacker is within the city,” replied Vitale. “He’s not dumb enough to poke around without protecting himself but Tammy is in the process of shredding his anonymity.”

      “Shredding is one way to put it,” chimed Tammy as she typed away. “I prefer to call it demolishing though. We’re going to know exactly who this dirtbag is in three . . . two . . . one.”

      At that exact moment, an address came up on both screens, showing a residence inside Biosphere Eight.

      “Gotcha,” said Vitale with a grin.

      It was only ten minutes later that Alex, Vitale, as well as two VDF members for security, were in front of the residence and pounding on the door. It opened moments later to reveal someone that Alex wasn’t all that familiar with.

      “Bryce Nash,” said Vitale, shaking his head. “You’ve finally done it. You’ve crossed one bridge too far.”

      “You know this guy?” asked Alex.

      “Oh, I know him all right. This guy likes to think that he’s some kind of brilliant mind but in reality, he’s not fit to wear my P-com protector.”

      Vitale turned to face Nash. “Someone was trying to hack into the Vestan mainframe and they were doing it from this residence. Isn’t that interesting, Bryce? You of all people ought to know that such a crime is worthy of a prison sentence.”

      Despite the sudden interruption, Nash looked defiant. “You don’t know it was me. I didn’t do anything!”

      “Yeah, we’ll see about that.”

      Nash was detained moments later with a pair of handcuffs and he was marched to a holding cell that was part of the VDF facility on Biosphere Five. Alex had a message sent to the Council to alert them of what happened while he prepared to find out why. Who exactly was this guy and what motive would he have for hacking into the system?

      Unfortunately for them, Nash wasn’t saying a word. Alex must have spent an hour in the room asking him every question he could think of but Nash was only giving him a response that was similar to fifth amendment rights from a bygone age.

      “Can he even do that?” Alex asked Annette during a break. He had moved to a secondary room where Annette, Ellie, and Vitale were watching the interrogation. “He refuses to give me straight answers.”

      “Unfortunately, that is a legitimate response,” replied Ellie. “He has the right not to incriminate himself.”

      Alex growled. “We’ll see how far his rights go when I send in some VDF to scare him a little.”

      “Alex!” said an alarmed Annette. “You can’t do that. He might have been doing something he wasn’t supposed to but he has rights here. If you rough him up, you’re just as guilty of breaking the law.”

      Alex placed both hands on the window seal. “He knew he was doing something wrong. There have to be consequences for that.”

      “And there will be,” said Vitale. “Just as soon as figure out what he was trying to access. I have Tammy and Tabby working on it now, and I’m sure with Kristina’s help, they’ll get to the answer much quicker.”

      Alex nodded. It had been his idea to offer Kristina’s help, and Vitale had gladly accepted. Alex was just anxious to find out what was going on. With so many threats in the air against them, he wasn’t ready to add one more to the list.

      He was seriously tempted to go back in and scare Nash until he got the answers that he wanted when they received a call from Kristina.

      “I’m sending you camera footage from a few nights ago,” said Kristina. “I think it’ll help shed some light on who is really behind this incursion.”

      “What do you have, Kristina?” asked Alex. “Do you have Nash on camera doing something illegal?”

      “Not that but I think we can find out who paid Nash,” said Kristina. “Check this out.”

      She brought up camera footage that Alex recognized from one of the bars in the city. The footage wasn’t from the best angle though. The camera was positioned on the other side of the facility, and it was only by zooming in that Alex could make out Nash’s features.

      “How did you find this?” asked Alex.

      “It was pretty simple. I just went through all the security footage until I could piece together enough evidence to show every time Nash left his house for the last two weeks. This one in particular was the most damning. I’m going to speed this up a little until we get to the good part.”

      “Who is the person that Nash is sitting with? Do we have an ID on them?”

      Kristina smiled. “That’s where it gets good. Look at the footage now. His friend is now leaving the facility.”

      Alex watched as a body slid out from the booth and started walking across the bar. By the time he came within range, Alex could only get a split-second view of his side profile but the identity was unmistakable.

      “Serrano,” growled Alex.

      “Facial recognition analysis confirms the identity of Lucius Serrano,” said Kristina proudly. “My guess is that whatever this man was trying to do, it was under the employ of Serrano.”

      “Let’s see if his story changes now,” said Alex as he started to approach the door. “Especially now that we know he’s linked to Serrano.”

      “Did someone say my name?”

      Everyone in the room turned toward the main door, where Serrano had just entered. He was looking none too pleased to be there, and now that Alex knew that he was involved, it wasn’t hard to see why.

      “You showed up at just the right time,” said Alex, taking several steps closer to him.

      “I got the message you sent to all councilors,” replied Serrano before looking through the window into the other room. “So this guy was trying to hack into our system, eh?”

      “He was, and since you paid the man, I’d like you to tell me why you set him up to do it,” said Alex.

      Serrano sneered. “Me? Paid him to do it? That’s quite a fancy theory you have there, Hawthorne. Not to mention, it’s completely full of shit.”

      “We have live feed footage of you meeting with him,” said Alex. “Not surprising to me that when something goes wrong, you’re the one pulling the strings behind the scenes.”

      “What footage?” said Serrano, showing the first sign of anxiety. “What the hell do you have?”

      Without any words, Kristina replayed the footage showing the scene at the table in the bar and then Serrano’s exit. Serrano watched it silently until the clip ended, at which point his usual smirk returned.

      “That’s your big footage? You don’t have shit,” he scoffed. “I frequent that bar all the time. What does it matter who I sit near and why?”

      “Because getting into the Vestan mainframe would be a powerful incentive for anyone, especially a sitting Council member,” said Annette.

      “So what were you trying to do?” asked Alex. “What were you trying to get him to access for you?”

      Serrano shook his head. “Eat shit, Hawthorne. You can’t prove anything. You have nothing that links me to this asswipe besides the fact that I shared a drink with him once. If you think you’ll convict me of that, you have another thing coming.”

      “Maybe not yet,” vowed Alex. “But we’ll figure it out. I have the best minds in Vesta in this room. And they will comb through Nash’s files and find out what he was trying to do. And once I get word of what he did, I’m going to use it to throw your ass out of Vesta.”

      Serrano looked like he was about to throw a punch but he managed to restrain himself. He snarled at Alex instead.

      “This isn’t over,” he vowed before walking toward the door.

      “No, it’s not,” replied Alex. “And for now, your man is going to jail. Unless he wants to confess what he did, of course. I’d think that you would have more to worry about with a confession than anything else.”

      Serrano slammed the door as he left, which made the glass window rattle in the process. When Alex turned back toward the others, they were all looking at him.

      “We need to do everything possible to find out what he was trying to do,” said Alex. “If Serrano is up to something big, the fate of Vesta could hinge on stopping it.

      “One way or another, we’ll figure it out,” promised Vitale.
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      Of all the VDF postings, Owen Drevan liked being at the mines the least.

      He was hardly in the minority by saying that, as almost everyone in his squad groaned when they needed to take their turn in the rotation.

      “Why the fuck are we even in the mines in the first place?” asked Owen’s best friend, a native Vestan named Mark Bergmann. “Wasn’t that the whole point of having the MERF created? So we can stop being put in those god-forsaken mines?”

      “There’s not enough MERF to cover all these new miners,” replied Owen. “Plus most of them don’t have heavy weaponry so any protection comes down to us.”

      “Well, shit, I’ll lend them my rifle then!” said Mark. “As long as they can take my place.”

      “It won’t be that easy,” said Owen, chuckling in return. He knew that the MERF was controlled by Serrano, and he agreed with the fact that Commander Hawthorne wouldn’t give them heavier weaponry. Knowing the kind of man Serrano was, Owen suspected nothing good would come from an armed MERF.

      Even now, they were still little more than Serrano’s thugs, except now they were in uniforms as if that gave them some kind of legitimacy. Owen knew better and it was better this way, even if it meant having to keep the mines in rotation.

      As of right now, he and Mark were patrolling one of the branches of the mine. It had been the site of the attack almost two months ago but tonight it was quiet, thanks to the replicators that had been installed.

      “You ever think these replicators are just pure bullshit?” asked Mark, elbowing Owen’s side. “I mean, how would we even know if they stopped working? I can’t hear a damn thing.”

      “You’d know because this mine would be crawling with Jargars,” replied Owen. “Those replicators are the only thing saving our asses right now. Believe me, if they started malfunctioning, we’d know it.”

      “All I’m saying is it would be nice if they beeped or something,” said Mark with a laugh. “Just so I know that I don’t have to kiss my ass goodbye any second.”

      “You should know that as long as you’re with me,” joked Owen. “I’ll protect you from the big, bad Jargars should they come around.”

      Mark shoved him and laughed. “You dickhead.”

      The two men were still laughing together when the lieutenant messaged them to let them know the shift was over. They joined their comrades to make the ascent up to the mining biosphere. The miners would remain behind, since another VDF squad had come down to take over.

      “Tough break getting the night shift,” said Mark to one of the VDF guys that had just come down. “Don’t worry, we’ll get some sleep for you guys.”

      The VDF soldier in question flipped off Mark, much to Mark’s amusement. The rest of the squad continued to make their way topside until emerging into the covered biosphere. For the next ten minutes, they would debrief with their lieutenant about anything that happened on their shift before departing to go back to the city. After the debrief, Owen completed another time-honored ritual, which was using the biosphere bathrooms before hitching a ride on a rover.

      “Come on, man, can’t you wait to get back to the city before you pinch a loaf?” asked Mark. “The bathrooms here are tiny and don’t get cleaned often enough.”

      “At least they’re quiet,” joked Owen. “And I don’t have to wait in line to go like I do back at VDF locker room.”

      “But you always miss the first rover ride back to the city.”

      “That’s why there’s a second one,” said Owen. “I’ll catch up to you.”

      “Suit yourself,” said Mark. “Come on over to my place later on. Maria cooked up a rigatoni tonight. She cooks better than my mother, which is saying a lot.”

      “I’ll be sure to stop by,” promised Owen. “See you in a bit!”

      Owen ducked into the bathrooms as the rovers were fired up. If he was being honest, Mark was quite right about the status of the bathrooms in this biosphere. He particularly hated how each knee touched the walls of the stall but at least there was no line.

      After doing his business, Owen went to wash his hands. He was too busy paying attention to them to notice that someone was sneaking up behind him, but his eyes went wide when he finally straightened up and looked at the mirror.

      Owen felt the pipe crash against his skull, and it was the last thing he knew before falling unconscious.
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      “Get up! Get the fuck up right now, bitch!”

      Pain was the first sensation that greeted Owen. Pain, quickly followed by more pain as a foot slammed into his ribs. Owen yelped as he felt the bone crunch before trying to move away from the assailant.

      It was no good because he was soon kicked by another foot and then another and then another. Owen could only crack his eyes, becoming aware that his face was swollen, but he could make out at least five men around him.

      And they were all in the process of kicking the shit out of him.

      “Stop! Stop, stop!” muttered Owen, trying to use any reserve of strength that he still possessed to get him out of this mess. It was no good though, and it only made them kick and laugh harder.

      Finally, the reprieve came but it wasn’t a signal that they were about to give up.

      It was the signal that the end was near.

      Owen felt someone grab his hair as they yanked his head up. He cracked open his eyes again, seeing a face that used to be very familiar to him.

      “Serrano sends his regards,” barked the man before pulling back his fist.

      The last thing Owen ever felt was the pain of that fist connecting with his face.
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      No matter how hard they tried, no one could quite figure out how to break into the security encryption around Nash’s computer. It was midmorning on the following day when Alex saw a look on Vitale’s face that he had never seen before.

      Defeat.

      “I have to say that I never expected this from Nash,” said Vitale, shaking his head. “It’s good work, damn good work. I’m still not convinced he was capable of writing these protocols. He had to have purchased them from somewhere because it’s not the work he was capable of.”

      “So what are you saying?” asked Alex. “That we still don’t know what he was trying to do? We aren’t even in a position to guess?”

      “Oh, we could guess,” said Vitale. “But that won’t do us any good. We need access to those files. Whatever he was trying to break into is going to need to be written down as code. It would have its own program. That’s the part that’s locked away that we can’t access. If I could just see that code, I could probably figure out what Serrano wanted to get access to. The only problem is where would we start. What would a guy like Serrano be trying to get access to that he didn’t already have access to as a councilor?”

      “Background information?” suggested Alex. “He’s hated me as long as we’ve known each other. What if he’s seeking some kind of information to use for blackmail?”

      “Does he have a motive to blackmail anyone in particular?”

      “Hell, he has a motive to blackmail me,” replied Alex. “I won’t give his MERF any heavy weaponry. What if he’s looking for information and that’s the reward? Or what if he’s trying to break into the armory to secure it for himself? The sky’s the limit here, which doesn’t exactly help our cause. Someone as devious as Serrano could probably find a bad use for any locked up information that’s stored in the Vestan mainframe.”

      “Which puts us back to square one,” said Vitale. “We have to get past that encryption.”

      “I’m not very technical but what exactly is the hold up?” asked Alex. “Can you explain it to me in simple terms?”

      “I can explain it to a five year old if I needed to,” said Vitale. “But basically, think of it like we would need a password to get into those files. That isn’t too far off base from what we actually need. The strength of a password is how long it is. The more characters that are used, the more possible combinations you would need in order to crack it. A four-character password can be cracked in under five minutes. The encryption on his files has twenty characters so you can imagine how long it would actually take.”

      Alex’s stomach fell. “Twenty characters? That’s going to take forever.”

      “With our current level of technology, it will take about six months if we’re very unlucky,” replied Vitale. “Possibly sooner than that but that’s what we’re looking at.”

      “We might not have six months,” said Alex. “Whatever Serrano is planning, we have to stop him quickly.”

      Vitale spread his hands helplessly. “I’m doing everything I can, Alex. I just can’t go any faster than I’m already going.”

      Alex took a deep sigh and nodded his head. “I know you are. I’m not trying to be hard on you, my friend. I just know that Serrano is up to no good, and it’s the last thing I need added to my plate with everything else going on. Especially with the Jargars.”

      Vitale winced. “Speaking of the Jargars, Tabby just sent something to me that she thought you ought to see. Something potentially concerning.”

      Alex let out a groan. “What is it now?”

      “I can’t say for certain, but it looks like they know the cameras are there,” said Vitale. “Look at this footage.”

      Vitale brought up the footage from outside the mining biosphere, where one of the cameras was positioned alongside a replicator. This particular setup was along the upper rim, and it showed two Jargars approaching at slow speed.

      “They both seem to be in range of the replicators,” said Alex. “But why is that they aren’t running away?”

      “Look at their ears,” said Vitale. “They look different than usual. Like they’re pinned back or something.”

      “Or they’re mutilated,” whispered Alex. “Just like that one that we found weeks ago.”

      That seemed to be the case as the Jargars showed no inclination to pain as they approached the replicators. It almost seemed like they were trying to give a threat to them, like they knew what the cameras were for and that someone would be reviewing them later. Alex watched the Jargars stare into the camera before turning to walk away slowly.

      “What do you think it means?” asked Vitale. “That we’re going to be seeing more of them like this? That they are going to keep mutilating themselves?”

      “Adapt or die,” muttered Alex. “They’re adapting so that they can kill more of us.”

      As if that footage wasn’t bad enough, the next call that came in was even worse. Hans rang in on Alex’s P-com, and the able captain looked like he’d seen a ghost.

      “Sir, I have a report of a casualty outside the city last night,” said Hans soberly. “My men have just recovered the remains of Owen Drevan.”

      “Owen Drevan you said?” asked an astonished Alex. “He’s dead?”

      “Not just dead, sir. It looks like the Jargars got him.”

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      Alex was still in disbelief as he stared at the remains of Owen Drevan, laid out on a table before him at VDF headquarters. “Remains” was a bit of a misnomer as nothing was left of his body beyond some blood-stained clothing, which was all tagged with his identification.

      “I tested the blood already,” said Vitale somberly. “It’s a match to Owen. Not only are these few possessions his but his lieutenant reported him missing this morning. He never showed up for his shift. They found these remains not far from the mining biosphere, just a short distance from the road.”

      “A short distance from the road?” asked Alex. “So they were within replicator range?”

      Vitale nodded. “The frequency is strong where he was found. Unless the Jargars that got him also mutilated themselves to do it, that would be the only way they could get that far into the safe zone.”

      “Do we have any camera footage?” asked Alex. “I hate to even ask that but I want to know for sure. And what reason could Owen have for being off the road? He knew that was one of the most dangerous places in the whole colony. Why would he do that willingly?”

      “I didn’t know Owen all that well but he seemed like an intelligent man,” replied Vitale. “I’m just as surprised as you that he would leave the safety of the road. Let me see what I can dig up as far as footage.”

      “Especially without a rover,” added Alex. “Something about this doesn’t make sense.”

      It took Vitale a few minutes to locate the nearest camera to that position but whenever he tried to bring up the feed, nothing happened.

      “What in the world?” muttered Vitale. “The footage is gone.”

      “Gone? How can it be gone?”

      “Some kind of signal interference,” replied Vitale. “That camera was offline for a good portion of last night, at least a couple hours before it came back up. Scanning through what footage we do have shows no sign of Owen.”

      “Could it have been tampered with?” asked Alex, thinking immediately of Serrano. Owen was once one of Serrano’s men and had rejected him. Was this the response to that action?

      Did Serrano have him killed?

      “The cameras are not that sophisticated,” replied Vitale. “Someone could always tamper with them and I’d even go so far as saying the Jargars could have done it, especially if they have a way around the replicators. Remember when we first met? You helped me upright several cameras that the Jargars tried to destroy. They’ve done it before and they could do it again, especially if they’re mutilating their ears.”

      “If that’s the case, then our defenses have been compromised,” said Alex. “If the replicators won’t solve the problem, there’s nothing to prevent another attack. We’re going to have to take extraordinary steps to protect the city including potentially shutting down the mines again.”

      Vitale winced. “That’s not going to make anyone happy.”

      “Well, neither will another full-scale Jargar attack.”

      As it turned out, the attack on Owen was only the beginning. For the entire rest of the day, VDF reports were heavy of new Jargar encounters, testing the defenses of the city along the entire perimeter. There were two attacks on the upper rim of the mining biosphere, another incursion along the road, and two sightings along the outer wall of the city. All of them were neutralized by the VDF at long range, but the recovery of the bodies all showed the same change.

      Wide-scale mutilation of their ears.

      Things were beginning to spiral out of control quickly. An emergency Council meeting was called where the mines were temporarily shut down out of fear of another attack. The mining biosphere was to be abandoned until something could be figured out, which caused a commotion about the state of their finances.

      What was even worse was the wide-scale panic that it generated inside the city. The crushing realization that the city was once again nearly defenseless against another attack had many people abandoning the outer biospheres in favor of safety in the middle of the city. Old housing units that hadn’t been used in decades were suddenly opened to scared colonists, many of whom just saw it as a stopgap measure before they could abandon Vesta for good.

      “Fuck this place,” Alex heard one Vestan say, someone he knew to be involved with oxygen production. “There’s no way in hell I’m not taking the first ship out of here. The Jargars can have this rotten planet. I’m going to Emporium!”

      “You and me both,” replied another colonist. “I didn’t sign up to get mauled to death by these alien assholes. I’m taking my wives and I out of here as soon as possible!”

      Similar sentiments were being echoed all over the colony. All of them were now looking at Alex for a solution, and at this time, he didn’t have one. That last thing anyone needed was a full-scale brawl with the Jargars, especially with how badly they fared in the last attack.

      One way or another, Vesta seemed doomed.

      There was one thing that might work though, an idea that Alex had toyed around with before. But it was almost suicidal to think about. And he had no idea whether it would actually work but he was out of options and nearly out of time.

      By the time Alex returned home, he was exhausted. He fell into bed before Jenna could even get a word in.

      “We’re going to get through this,” said a hopeful Jenna as she sat next to him.

      Ordinarily, he would have needed to hear her encouragement but even Jenna’s words were hollow tonight, like she didn’t actually believe them.

      “It’s just a matter of time,” said Alex. “Before we get attacked one way or another. It’s like I can see it coming but I can’t do anything to stop it. It’s my fault that the colony is in this position now.”

      “No one would have anticipated that the Jargars would resort to mutilating themselves just to attack us,” whispered Jenna. “How could you have foreseen that?”

      “It’s still my fault,” replied Alex. “We are practically defenseless.”

      Jenna didn’t respond to that. Alex suspected that she knew there was nothing else that could be said. There was no hope left at this point so why bother even saying the words?

      There was only one reckless gamble left to try. And as the defender, the guardian of the city, wasn’t Alex bound to try it if it meant peace? If it meant a chance at survival?

      “I want to surrender myself to them,” whispered Alex. “I want to find the Jargars. I can communicate with them. I might be able to find a way to make peace between us.”

      Jenna’s eyes went wide with horror. She grasped his arm. “Alex, no, you can’t do that. They’ll kill you!”

      “Maybe, maybe not. But it’s the only option we have left. There’s no one else here that can hear them the way I do,” said Alex. “Maybe it has something to do with what I am, the reason I’m not human. But I have an obligation to protect this place. And I have to try it.”

      “Alex, I won’t let you do this,” she protested, clinging to him. “This is so stupid. It’s suicidal even! You saw what happened in the last battle. They still tried to kill you even though you could communicate with them!”

      “One Jargar tried to kill me,” said Alex. “The others were killed before any communication could take place. Maybe that’s the chance I need. Listen, I know this is about the dumbest thing possible, but I have to try. I can’t just sit back and let this attack happen.”

      Tears were now streaming down her face. “Alex, I can’t let you do this. I won’t give you up like this. I won’t!”

      Alex patted her back. “We don’t have any other options, Jenna. I have to do this.”

      Jenna could only continue to sob. The last thing he wanted to do was hurt her, even if that meant he was willingly going to his death but this had to be done.

      The fate of Vesta was in the balance.
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      Serrano returned home from the emergency Council meeting annoyed and stressed. He was annoyed at having to drop his plans just to attend the meeting, especially with the threat of more Jargar attacks. He was more stressed about the fact that his plans were coming down to the wire, and he still didn’t have access to the Vestan treasury.

      Nash’s discovery had been unfortunate but the silver lining was that Hawthorne still didn’t have a way to connect it back to Serrano. And if worse came to worst, he could always leave Vesta without the gold but he preferred to abscond with as much of it as possible.

      Doing so was the only way to guarantee good fortune once they arrived in Dangallu.

      Once he arrived back at his housing unit, he saw that Belladonna was waiting for him. He wasn’t in the mood to talk with her, something she picked up on right away.

      “What’s wrong with you?” she asked, putting her hands on her hips as he sank down into the couch. “You seem angered tonight. You’re angry most nights nowadays. Why is that, Lucius? Your bad moods are starting to upset me.”

      “What don’t I have to be angry about?” snapped Serrano. “The city is falling apart. That Council meeting was about more Jargar attacks. My MERF isn’t properly outfitted to help stave off any attacks without the proper weaponry, and now one of my best men is now rotting away in a prison cell.”

      Belladonna softened a little. “You’re talking about Nash?”

      “Yes,” he answered. “I think there’s a plot being set up by Alex Hawthorne to do something terrible. I don’t know what it is yet but I have a suspicion.”

      “That would make sense,” she growled. “He is a bastard after all.”

      “And Nash was supposed to help me dig into Alex’s background and help me find out what but that nerd Vitale got to him first and they had him arrested. And I can’t do anything to free him. On top of all of that, I have my woman here at home causing trouble because I’m stressed out. So there’s plenty of reasons. Take your pick.”

      Serrano expected Belladonna to storm off but to his surprise, she stayed. And her demeanor changed a little as well.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, sitting down next to him. “I didn’t realize how much stress you were under. I guess I’m just a little angry too. I’m still angry about a lot of things.”

      “What are you angry about?”

      “You know why, Lucius. I’m not on the Council anymore. I was deposed in front of the whole city.”

      “You’re not on the Council anymore because of your own doing. I told you that you shouldn’t be so heavy-handed against Hawthorne but you didn’t listen. He played you in front of the whole city and turned them against you. You got kicked off because you didn’t listen to my advice. And ever since then, you’ve been an angry mess. We have no communication anymore and you’ve stopped being supportive of me. I need your support now more than ever, Belladonna.”

      She reached over to touch his thigh. “I’m sorry, Lucius. I really am. I know I’ve been blinded by this hatred toward that man but I didn’t realize you felt this strongly about it. I’m sorry. I’ll be more supportive of you, I promise.”

      “I really need it,” said Serrano, putting his head back against the couch. “I need to figure out a way to stop Hawthorne before it’s too late. I need all the help I can get.”

      Belladonna turned his head in her direction. She kissed him and then looked into his eyes. “Don’t you worry. I’m going to get you all the help you need to nail that fucker. By the time we’re done with him, he’s going to wish he’d never been born.”

      With those words, Belladonna wormed her way off the couch and didn’t stop until she was on her knees before him. She wasted no time in unbuttoning his pants and pulling out his cock. Before Serrano knew it, her bright-red lips were wrapped around the tip.

      “I love you, and I’m going to help you defeat him for good,” she promised before attempting to deepthroat him.

      Serrano let out a satisfying sigh as he caressed her cheek. “This is why I like you so much. You’re the only person in this colony just as dangerous as I am. I feel like I’ve truly met my match in you.”

      “You just like me? Is that what you meant to say?”

      Serrano rolled his eyes. “You know I love you. I do.”

      Belladonna grinned and blew him a kiss. And then she returned to his cock, taking it further down her throat.
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      The funeral for Owen was held the next day in the Vestan quad. As was usual with the Jargar attacks, the casket was empty, save for a few mementos that were important to Owen’s life. He had a ring that once belonged to his father placed inside the casket, as well as a stack of pictures from his old life on Earth, from before he landed in prison. All of it would go with what was left of his spirit.

      The funeral was more somber than usual. Low turnout was practically a guarantee, especially as most Vestans seemed content to lock themselves in their units, not wanting to chance being outside in case of another Jargar attack. Those that did come out were adamant about leaving. A small group had formed of people that were pledged to escape when the next ship came in from Emporium. Based on their numbers, Alex wondered whether the ship would have enough room for all of them.

      After the funeral was over, Alex joined with both Hans and Rick to go over the defense plans of the colony. The plans had been put together in the aftermath of the attack, just in case they had to deal with another Jargar incursion, and they revolved around using different obstacles to slow the progress of the Jargars until enough of them had been killed to stop the attacks.

      “The way I see it is that we don’t know just how many Jargars they can throw at us at one time,” said Hans. “In the last attack, we had to deal with a few hundred coming in multiple waves. Granted, we don’t have to defend the mining biosphere right now but if they attack with those kinds of numbers against multiple points on the city, we’ll be stretched thin to try to contain them.”

      “We have more numbers than we did last time, and they are all concentrated on the city,” replied Alex. “The entire VDF is deployed and on high alert for any attack, and in the event that the outer defenses are breached, we will fall back to the next line, which makes use of Biospheres. If that line is then breached, we will fall back on the inner biospheres and cover the walkways between them, which will funnel the Jargars into choke points of our choosing.”

      “We could hold them at those choke points for quite a long time,” said Rick. “Those corridors are long and narrow. All we have to do is keep up continuous fire and they’ll never get close.”

      “That is making the assumption that they use them though,” said Alex. “And if they find they can’t get through those corridors, they might try the brute strength approach and bypass them. We all know what the Jargars are capable of. Much of this depends on their resolve and their numbers.”

      “I think we’ve all seen just how much resolve they have,” replied Hans grimly. “I don’t know about you two but I wouldn’t mutilate my own body just to attack someone. These fuckers need to be stopped one way or another.”

      “Can they be stopped?” asked Rick. “Because from what I’ve seen, we’re going to have to kill every last one of them before we know we’re truly safe.”

      That, or find a way to make peace with them on their own terms, thought Alex.

      Even with the plans in place, Alex didn’t feel any better about their chances of defending the city. There seemed to be no other option besides the one he talked about with Jenna last night.

      Ultimately, even a minor chance of success was worth risking everything. And that was why Alex made the decision to do it.

      He knew the women would be angry with him. He knew this would hurt them, and it would guarantee no chance of safety for Vesta. He also knew that even if he was successful, it would raise more questions than it would answer, especially about his alien heritage but he decided to go through with it anyway.

      “I always wanted to give my life for something special,” muttered Alex to himself. “Maybe now’s my chance.”

      He just hoped the juice would be worth the squeeze.

      That evening, he called Kristina into his VDF office and told her what he was going to do. He chose Kristina for a specific reason—he knew that she would best understand his reasoning and not try to get him to stay at all costs.

      “I don’t agree with it but I understand why you’re doing it,” said Kristina, confirming his thoughts. “Do you want me to come with you? You don’t know what you’re walking into and I know I could be helpful on such a trip.”

      “I think it’s best if I go alone,” said Alex, shaking his head. “I don’t want them to misconstrue you as a threat. They know who I am and at the end of the day, this is about diplomacy. The offer is tempting though.”

      “I would go with you if you wanted,” she continued. “But if you think it’s best to say, I will.”

      Alex smiled at her. “I don’t want them to take your other arm. Besides, Vesta will need you just in case something happens to me. You’re one of the smartest minds in the city now. If I die, do whatever you can to help Vitale keep us safe. That goes double for Jenna, Ellie, and Annette too.”

      “Are you going to tell them before you leave?”

      Alex shook his head. “It’s best if I don’t. They’ll just protest and get angry and upset, not that I blame them. They won’t understand it at first, especially Annette and Ellie. I just have to do it and apologize later. As long as I make it back.”

      Kristina embraced him. “Please do everything you can to make it back. You will have a lot of people here who miss you.”

      Alex chuckled. “I never thought I’d see the day when that statement came from my Womb’an.”

      Kristina smiled at him. “I’m not just a Womb’an anymore, remember? Vitale is calling his product something new. He calls us Perfect Companions now.”

      “Perfect Companions,” repeated Alex. “Well, I agree with him. You’re pretty damn close to perfect as it is.”

      “Well, as your Perfect Companion, please come back to us in one piece,” said Kristina. “And good luck with your mission.”

      “I’ll need all the luck I can get,” said Alex. “Here, let me compose a message to the girls. Make sure you take this to them only once I get outside the city, okay?”

      Kristina agreed and she started to record moments later. Alex’s message to the other three women was short and sweet. He told them exactly what he was doing and why. He told each of them that he loved them, just in case it was the last time he would ever do so.

      Once he was done, there was a serious lump in his throat. They would still be upset with him but he hoped at least they would understand why he did what he did.

      For the mission, Alex picked comfortable but rugged clothing, not knowing what to expect. He put on the new boots he got from the trading ship as well as strapping on a long overcoat for those cold, Vestan nights. Alex wasn’t taking any guns with him, not even his pistol, as he didn’t want to give the wrong idea to the Jargars (that is, presuming he got close enough to them to actually talk). He did strap on his knife though, feeling naked without it.

      Once he was finally set, Alex packed a small bag with food to last for a few days and he made his way to the garage on Biosphere Five, the same one that connected to the road to the mining biosphere. He was able to take out a rover without too much notice from the guard on duty, who wasn’t about to question his commanding officer anyway. Alex intended to take the rover halfway up the road before abandoning it, planning to follow the trail to where Owen’s remains were discovered the other morning.

      The trip in the rover was swift and uneventful. It was getting dark now, and the sun was setting over the city, making it glow from a distance. Alex wondered if he would ever see Vesta again. At one point, right as he was abandoning the rover, his P-com started to ring frantically. Calls were coming in from all three women and even Vitale, and Alex suspected they must have known what was going on by now.

      He silenced the calls and turned his P-com off. It was too late to turn back now.

      Alex walked for what felt like an hour once he left the rover, moving perpendicular to the road to the mining biosphere and further into the foothills where the Jargar threat was the greatest. All the while, the sun continued to set, robbing him of the last vestiges of light. Once it was dark enough, he used a flashlight and continued to walk until his flashlight landed on the feet of some creature that wasn’t human.

      Alex sucked in his breath as he raised the flashlight from the ground. Standing only ten feet in front of him, on both hind legs, was a Jargar. It stared at him with its cold, glowing eyes. From either side of Alex, he heard more noises, and two quick swishes of his flashlight later, he found himself surrounded on all sides.

      The Jargar directly in front of him was the first to send out a thought.

      “The communicator . . .”

      Alex tried to push a thought back to him.

      “I’m here for peace,” he said internally. “I want to find peace between our two peoples. We don’t need to be at war with each other. There has to be a way that we can create peace between us.”

      The Jargars looked at each other and then back at Alex. And then they did the worst possible thing they could do.

      “There will be no peace . . .”
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      Fury was the only applicable term that could be used to describe the emotions felt by Jenna, Annette, and Ellie when they found out what Alex did.

      “How could he?” said Ellie, on the verge of tears. “The Jargars will kill him! What was he thinking? We can’t negotiate with them!”

      Annette was of a similar mind. “It’s madness, it really is! I don’t understand this at all.”

      Of all the women, Jenna was the one who most understood why Alex made the decision that he did. Even still, it didn’t mean that it didn’t sting a little. Especially considering that it was Kristina that was the message-Jargarer.

      “Maybe he has his reasons for doing it,” said Jenna, skirting around the topic completely. “Maybe there’s something we’re not seeing.”

      So far, Jenna hadn’t told them about Alex’s ability to communicate with the Jargars. He’d asked her to keep that between them, and she’d held onto the secret because of it. But now, that secret was being put to the ultimate test, especially as she saw the distraught faces of the two women that had become like her sisters.

      “What could we possibly not be seeing?” asked Ellie. “All the Jargars do is kill. If we give them the opportunity to do it, they will absolutely take it. What else could we be missing?”

      Annette had another theory. “He’s let the obligation of defending the colony go to his head. That’s the only thing I can think of. All he can think about is defending this place, and now that they are mutilating themselves, he’s taking that personally. Now it’s morphed into doing something this senseless.”

      “I really do believe he has a good reason for doing this,” interjected Jenna. “Alex isn’t just going to throw his life away for nothing. I know this might seem confusing and really hurtful but I know what’s going through his head.”

      If Jenna hoped to pull them back from the cliff, the opposite happened. It was like Annette and Ellie didn’t hear a word she said. Annette snapped her fingers moments later.

      “We need to find out if Vitale can locate him. Maybe if we can find him before it’s too late, we can stop this right now.”

      “But he’s not answering his P-com,” replied Ellie. “We’ve each tried like ten times and he’s not responding.”

      “There is the entire camera network,” suggested Annette. “And maybe we can still locate the signal of his P-com even if he’s not answering it. If there’s a way, Vitale can find him.”

      Before Jenna could even get in another word, the two women were rushing out of the housing unit on a course to Vitale’s lab. Jenna followed in their wake, not knowing for sure what to say or do. She was still petrified about losing him but the possibility of releasing his secret could be a betrayal of his trust.

      Ultimately, she was silent as Annette and Ellie explained the situation to Vitale, and the mad scientist of Vesta got to work trying to locate him.

      Minutes later, Vitale had one feed in particular pulled up for them.

      “Well, the good news is that I have him on camera,” explained Vitale while pressing play on the feed. All of them watched Alex as he traversed through the arid ground of the Vestan planet.

      “The bad news is that he was there over half an hour ago,” continued Vitale. “He’s long since gone out of our reach. And what makes me most worried is that he’s not on the road or around the mining biosphere. It looks like he’s turned off the road completely and is now walking parallel to it, further into the foothills.”

      “Where the Jargars are sighted most frequently,” whispered Annette. “So there’s nothing we can do to stop him?”

      “Let me see if I can still get a signal from his P-com,” replied Vitale. “If he’s relatively nearby, I’m sure we can get a rover out there to pick him up before it’s too late.”

      Though the statement gave all the women hope that Alex could still be recovered, Vitale was shaking his head moments later.

      “Negative,” said Vitale. “His P-com is either off or the signal isn’t transmitting.”

      “Why would he turn it off?” asked Ellie. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      Vitale gave her a serious look. “Either he turned it off or something else happened. We know the P-coms go dead every time the Jargars get someone. I hate to even suggest it but it could be a factor here.”

      “He can’t be dead,” said Annette as her eyes welled up with tears again. “He just can’t be.”

      By this point, Jenna couldn’t hold back the secret anymore. Even if it didn’t solve anything right now, at least it might bring the other two women back from the edge of chaos.

      “He’s not dead,” insisted Jenna, surprising the others. “The Jargars wouldn’t kill him, not when they can communicate with Alex.”

      Silence greeted that statement. Annette’s jaw hit the floor while Ellie’s eyebrows drew in tight with confusion.

      “What do you mean he can communicate with them?” asked Ellie. “None of us can. We’ve been trying for over a decade to do it and no one has gotten close.”

      “Alex can hear their voices in his head. When they attacked us two months ago, they were trying to communicate with him during the attack. They even called him the communicator in the process.”

      “How though?” asked Vitale. “What you’re describing is telepathy, and that’s something that humans can’t do, especially without any technology aiding the process.”

      Jenna gulped right before she revealed the truth.

      “It’s because Alex isn’t really human,” she said, dropping the bombshell. “He’s some kind of . . . alien species. We just don’t know what. Whatever he is, he can communicate with him.”

      A whole host of emotions ran through the faces of Annette, Ellie, and Vitale. Confusion, anger, curiosity, and disbelief were all there. The other women seemed to be the ones that were most confused by it all but Vitale seemed to be the most curious.

      “Tell us what you know?” he asked finally. “Please?”

      It took Jenna the better part of fifteen minutes to explain everything. She touched on Dr. Barnes and his theory, Alex’s superhuman abilities, the realization of being able to communicate with the Jargars, and even the secondary mass in his head that was theorized to be like a second brain. Once it was all out, Jenna found that she didn’t want to remain standing. She nearly collapsed into a chair, utterly spent.

      “And that’s everything I know,” she finished. “That’s why Alex did what he did. He knows he’s the only one that might be able to find a peaceful resolution to this, if one is still possible. Furthermore, they know about him, so I doubt they’re going to harm him, at least while he negotiates on our behalf.”

      “This is just too much to believe,” said Ellie, taking a seat near Jenna. “All this time with him, it explains so much. But what is he if he’s not human?”

      “That’s what I’m most fixated on,” said Vitale. “If Alex isn’t human, then his genetic imprint must be very closely related to us. There’s nothing that stands out as being “alien” in the traditional sense of the word. I’d be more apt to believe that he’s some kind of lost species, a missing link, in our evolutionary path.”

      “We don’t know for sure,” said Jenna. “But whatever he is, he’s the only one that can help us. And now the three of you are the only ones that know.”

      “Probably not for very long though,” said Annette. “Once word gets out of what he did, there’s going to need to be an explanation. This makes more sense now that you’ve told me but others will have the same reaction that we had initially. This secret will have to get out.”

      Jenna swallowed heavily. “I realize that’s the potential price. And if he’s angry with me when he gets back, I will understand but I thought it was absolutely critical that you all knew what he was trying to do.”

      “If he gets back,” added Vitale. “He’s still with the Jargars, and even if they don’t kill him outright, there’s still no guarantee of his safety. I hate to suggest this but he is still in very grave danger. There’s still the chance we might never see him again.”

      Tears stung Jenna’s eyes. “I know. It was still the chance he was willing to take to save Vesta though. All we can do is hope that he succeeds.”
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      Alex wasn’t sure how long the three Jargars stared him down before one started to move closer to him. Alex felt his muscles tense up with anxiety as the creature, which completely dwarfed him in terms of size, stopped directly in front of him. He was so close that Alex could smell him, a rough bodily odor that smelled vaguely of sulfur.

      Alex thought to grab his knife in defense, especially if there could be no peace like the creature said, but he didn’t think he could grab it fast enough to be of any use. Nor did he think one single knife would save him from all three of them. So all he could do was stare back at the creature.

      Without any warning, the Jargar suddenly pulled back his hand and sent it crashing down on Alex’s head. The force of the blow against his skull was hard enough to lose his balance, and he went crashing to the ground.

      After that, there was nothing. Consciousness fled, leaving him completely at the mercy of the three creatures.

      When he came to once more, Alex was aware that he was no longer outside. He couldn’t feel the wind on his face or hear the sounds of the Vestan bugs that turned a typical night into a natural symphony. He was inside but where was he? What did the Jargars do to him?

      Cracking open an eye, Alex realized he was underground. Deep underground by the looks of things. Rock surrounded him on all but one side and it quickly became apparent that this was some kind of cell. Alex crawled his way over to the edge, where iron bars prevented him from leaving the area. He couldn’t help but gap though when he saw what was on the other side of the bars.

      It was the largest underground cavern he’d ever seen. The ceiling stretched up from his current position at least a kilometer and all that space had been mined out to make it more open. Alex suspected that at one time, long ago, this space had been nothing more than a small cave but it had to have been enlarged to approach this kind of grand scale.

      What was even more impressive was to see what else the Jargars had done with it. They hadn’t just hollowed out the ground but they built structures into the sides of the cave, at multiple levels. The structures weren’t large as much as they were plentiful, and Alex suspected they were the homes of the Jargars.

      And if that was the case, Vesta was surely in trouble. There were hundreds of them in just this section of the cave alone. There were clearly other chambers like this one, and Alex guessed there were just as many homes as this one.

      The Jargar population was much greater than anyone could have imagined. If they truly went to war with Vesta, the outcome was a foregone conclusion.

      Vesta would be totally destroyed.

      Shaking his head, his first inclination was to check his P-com and report back on this but the device wouldn’t power on no matter how many times he tried. Something down here had to be jamming the signal because Alex gave up moments later when it became apparent it wasn’t going to work.

      Just as Alex was giving up on his P-com, two Jargars arrived at the iron bars of the cell. The creatures glared at him as they unlocked the door and stepped inside.

      “What do you want?” asked Alex as he looked at both Jargars.

      They didn’t answer him but he saw that one of them was holding a large syringe in its hand. It was the last thing he expected to see, but the contents were filled with a neon-yellow liquid.

      “What are you going to do with that?” asked Alex.

      Once again, the Jargars used their great speed to their advantage. The lead creature snuck around Alex and wrapped his arms around his torso, lifting him off the ground. No matter how much Alex struggled or kicked, he couldn’t free himself from the strength of the beast.

      Meanwhile, his partner crept steadily forward, inching that syringe closer to Alex’s arm. Alex grimaced when the needle pierced his flesh and he felt liquid ice at the injection site once it had been emptied into his body.

      The Jargar released him after the deed was done but there was no hope of fighting back. Alex quickly found that strength was leaving his body once more, to the point where he couldn’t even turn his head to watch them leave.

      He was unconscious moments later.
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      When Alex awoke again, his body had been moved. He was no longer in that prison cell but instead, he looked to be in some kind of medical chamber. He was laying on some kind of examination table and there were multiple wires that connected him to a device that was positioned right next to the table. The device was like nothing he’d ever seen before, with multiple glowing buttons and markings that made no sense to him.

      It was at this point that Alex remembered that they’d injected him with something, some kind of fluid and he began to panic, ripping off the wires that connected him to the device.

      “You don’t want to do that,” came a voice that imprinted onto his brain. It was as clear as if someone had spoken to him and Alex could feel a weighty presence on his mind, like the statement had been forced into his brain.

      When he turned his head, he could see another creature sitting not far from the table, mostly hidden from view. It was another Jargar, and given his last two interactions, Alex thought to grab his knife as his first response.

      The only problem was that the blade wasn’t there.

      “You won’t be needing that,” thought the Jargar, once more pushing the words into Alex’s mind. “Not like it would do you any good if you did. You are in our domain now, and even if you did manage to kill me, you’d never get back to the surface and your own people.”

      “Who are you?” thought Alex, pushing his thoughts back to the Jargar. “What have you done to me?”

      “Who I am is less important than who you are,” replied the Jargar. “But the Ragga’mars are anything but informal. Since that is the case, you may call me by my name, which is Rekk’darsa.”

      “Rekk’darsa?” repeated Alex, confused. “And what are the Ragga’mars?”

      The Jargar spread his arms out. “This is the Ragga’mars. It’s all of us together, our society, our species. The Ragga’mars is the native species of this planet that you call Vesta. To your people, you call us by the incorrect name of Jargars, only because we remind you of some native species from your home planet. But here, we call ourselves the Ragga’mars. And you, you just happen to be the only one here that can communicate with us, hence why you’re called the Communicator.”

      “If we’re being formal then, you can call me by my actual name. I’m called Alex Hawthorne by my people.”

      The Jargar actually looked . . . amused?

      “That is a curious name for one of your kind. It has been many, many years since our species was last in contact with an Atlantean. Your presence here has stirred up plenty of attention for that fact alone.”

      Atlantean? What the hell is that?

      “I’m confused by the term Atlantean,” said Alex. “Is that what you call humans?”

      The Jargar let out a small yelp that Alex interpreted as similar to a laugh. “No, not even close. Humans and Atlanteans are two different species. Similar, of course, but very different. It just so happens that we can communicate with the Atlanteans but not the humans. Which makes you a very important person right now, Alex Hawthorne.”

      Alex’s head was spinning. Even despite the seriousness of his situation, he couldn’t help but be drawn to this one word that might explain so much—Atlantean. Who were they? Why were they so closely related to humans? Did they all come from Earth? Did his parents know?”

      “You have many questions I see,” said Rekk’darsa. “Your mind is a burning cauldron of questions without answers, and it threatens to spill out. I find it most confusing that you don’t know what you are. Your questions are one that a child would ask, not a grown adult Atlantean.”

      “What do you know of these Atlanteans?” asked Alex. “Can you tell me about them? I’ve known I was different for some time but I’ve never met someone before with the key to so many questions.”

      Again, the Jargar yelped which Alex took as a scoff. “I am not here to answer your questions, Alex Hawthorne. You are here to answer mine. We’ve been trying to get ahold of you for some time, even taking extreme measures to make contact possible.”

      “Extreme measures like attacking our city. You attacked our homeland.”

      “It was our homeland long before it was an artificial habitat of the human species,” shot Rekk’darsa. “We’ve been here, underground, for over a million solar cycles. Your people have been here for only sixty.”

      “But there can be a way to find peace between our two peoples,” argued Alex. “We don’t need to kill each other and we don’t need to have opposing goals. Vesta is large enough that we can share this planet. That is why I have come here, to find out what it would take to keep the peace.”

      Rekk’darsa yelped again. “Peace is something that is increasingly hard to find amongst the Ragga’mars. Our people have been slaughtered by yours, killed like their lives meant nothing. You asking for peace is a tall order with how much blood is on your hands.”

      “Just like the blood is on your hands too,” countered Alex. “Your people started this conflict by attacking miners. You attack them with no warning and kill everyone you encounter. The fault for who started this lies just as equally with the Ragga’mars.”

      “You are incorrect, Alex Hawthorne. The conflict only started when you intruded upon our homeland. It was the human presence that made our continued cohabitation impossible.”

      “How did we affect your homeland?” asked Alex. “We only have one city across the entire surface of the planet, and a small city at that. How are we intruding upon you?”

      “You really have no idea, do you? It’s not your city that is the problem. The problem are your mines.”

      “The mines?” asked Alex. “How so?”

      “Your people drill and continue to delve deeper into the crust of the planet,” explained Rekk’darsa. “If you’ve been wondering where we are, we are deep in the natural caves that have formed in the mountains to the west of your city. Directly beneath the area that you call the mines.”

      With those words, Alex couldn’t help but look up. Seeing the top of the cavern so far above him, and knowing how deep the mines actually went, was a reminder of just how low they actually were.

      “Your mines are inherently unstable,” continued Rekk’darsa. “Ever since you’ve started to dig into the ground, you’ve caused disruptions for us below. You make our cavern unstable in the process. It was just a few weeks ago that digging in your mines collapsed an entire passage here in our cavern, killing over thirty Ragga’mars in the process. It is not the first time nor the last time it has happened. As long as your people dig into the planet above our cavern, you make our continued presence here incredibly dangerous.”

      “Is that all this is about?” asked Alex. “If we shut down the mines, can we have peace?”

      “Perhaps, if you had shown up a year or two ago, it would be an easy answer,” answered Rekk’darsa. “But you need to understand that no solution is simple. Peace is becoming increasingly harder to maintain between our two peoples, and that is because the Ragga’mars are of two minds about the humans above.”

      “Two minds? What do you mean by that?”

      “We have different sides,” explained Rekk’darsa. “In the beginning, nearly ten years ago when the mines first started to operate and disturb our lair, the overwhelming majority of Ragga’mars were dormant. We remain below ground for ninety-five percent of our lives, only going above the surface to hunt. As you can imagine, it takes large game to satisfy one Ragga’mars, but that is how we get the majority of our food.”

      “I haven’t noticed much in big game here on Vesta,” replied Alex. “That was one thing that struck me as soon as I came to this colony—a complete lack of anything larger than a dog.”

      Rekk’darsa glowered at him. “How do you think it got that way? Our population has grown so large that we have destroyed much of the natural habitat in this area. When we started to lack food, our bodies began to slow down, going into a hibernation period. It was only the disruption of the mines that caused our most recent hibernation to come to an end.”

      “But that was ten years ago,” replied Alex. “How long is a typical Ragga’mars hibernation?”

      “Usually fifty solar cycles,” replied Rekk’darsa. Enough time to let the local wildlife begin to flourish again, and then the cycle will repeat itself. However, the actions of the humans have disturbed that period and woke us up too early. And the local habitat hasn’t yet recovered, hence the start of our feedings.”

      Alex’s stomach dropped. “Feedings? So you’re eating them, aren’t you? It’s the reason we can’t recover the bodies of our dead?”

      Rekk’darsa yelped. “Correct. It is the only natural order of things. The humans have disturbed our hibernation, and in retaliation, we feed on them to sustain our bodies. But then you had to start mining and causing the collapse of our caverns. For that, a new faction developed amongst the Ragga’mars. Those that we call the war faction.”

      “War faction? So are they the ones that sanctioned the attack two months ago?”

      “Yes, they did. You have to understand that the war faction was very insignificant only a short while ago. For the most part, the Ragga’mars wanted to leave the surface to the humans while we retained the underground. However, the war faction has powerful rhetoric. They think the humans will not stop mining until our entire cavern has collapsed.”

      “I can assure you that the mining has nothing to do with the Ragga’mars,” replied Alex. “It’s about extracting precious metals from the ground. Humans have no wish to harm your kind.”

      “And yet, it is that very act that does the most harm to the Ragga’mars,” said Rekk’darsa. “As long as your people are mining, we cannot have peace between us.”

      “They need to do it though,” explained Alex. “Those precious metals are needed to keep our city running. Without the gold, the colony goes under. We mine because we have to have money to survive.”

      “So if I’m understanding correctly, you will destroy our caverns and cause us to starve for a love of money? Is that all your people care about?”

      Alex didn’t know how to answer that question. Put simply, Rekk’darsa wasn’t entirely wrong but obtaining money was the only way they got out of this mess.

      “If there was an alternative to mining, we would pursue it,” said Alex. “But right now there isn’t.”

      “You must find one then,” said Rekk’darsa. “I told you that it wasn’t that long ago that the war faction was powerless. That is no longer. They gain more influence by the day, and if they get their way, they will completely destroy the human city. You’ve seen but a taste of what we can do before. Imagine an attack that’s twenty times greater in scale.”

      Alex’s eyes went wide. There was no way they could hold off an attack of that magnitude, not even if every Vestan was pressed into the VDF. The Jargars would overwhelm them for sure.

      “There has to be another way,” said Alex finally.

      Rekk’darsa shook his head. “There is no other way. And you will be the one that has to make the decision. Will we have war or will we have peace? Only you can speak for the humans above us. I hope you will choose wisely.”

      “What do you mean I will have to choose?” asked Alex. “If a choice has to be made, I want the choice to be peace.”

      “But do you speak for all humans?” countered Rekk’darsa. “Do they all acknowledge Atlantean leadership on this planet? Or are you just the envoy to us? And someone else will make that decision?”

      “I’m part of the Vestan Council that will make that decision,” said Alex. “Though I don’t speak for all of them right now, I will put this before them and try to influence the outcome.”

      “You must do all that is in your power to succeed,” advised Rekk’darsa. “Otherwise, the war faction will win and your city will be no more.”

      “What faction are you?” asked Alex. “War or peace?”

      Rekk’darsa yelped. “The peace faction, if you must know. It’s the only reason you’re still alive right now. If I hadn’t intervened to save your life, you would already be dead. You were brought down here by the warriors of the war faction and it was only with great expense that I purchased your freedom.”

      With those words, Rekk’darsa removed the restraints from the table, allowing Alex to sit up. Alex watched him warily as he moved, aware that the last time he allowed a Jargar to be this close to him, he ended up unconscious (or losing a limb).

      “Words are cheap,” said Rekk’darsa finally as he moved toward the edge of this particular room. “I don’t expect you to take me at my word. You must see the results firsthand. Come with me.”

      It was only with caution that Alex allowed himself to step out of the room and into the main cavern, falling in at the side of Rekk’darsa. The room they’d been in was part of the ground level but the cavern was so vast that it still relied on many walkways to stretch across the open space to facilitate travel. The walkways were bridges for the most part, not being made of rock but some kind of foreign metal that was both sturdy and plentiful.

      Rekk’darsa led Alex across one bridge to another, where they crossed to the far side of the cavern. Along the way, Alex must have passed nearly a hundred Jargars, all of whom looked at him as he walked by. Alex expected more aggression from them. After all, these were the creatures that had been eating Vestans for over a decade.

      And yet, only a handful bared their teeth at him while most looked on in curiosity. After a while, Alex seemed to figure out why that was.

      “Most of your species respect you a great deal,” said Alex. “Even though they might not like my presence here, they tolerate it because of you.”

      “That is because of who my father is,” said Rekk’darsa. “My father is the Ab’Ragga, the leader of all the Ragga’mars. That is the protection that you are now under.”

      “Will I get to meet your father?” asked Alex. “Is that why you came to meet with me?”

      “Yes and no,” replied Rekk’darsa vaguely. “Here, we have arrived.”

      As it turned out, here was a destroyed section of the cavern. Alex knew it was destroyed because they could barely walk through it. A portion of the upper ceiling had collapsed, bringing down several meters of rock and clay. Even the homes that had once lined the sides had collapsed.

      “This area once housed over fifty Ragga’mars,” explained Rekk’darsa. “All of them were killed in the last cave-in caused by your humans. This is the direct result of your mining and why it can no longer be allowed to persist.”

      Alex took several tentative steps forward, letting the gravity of the situation wash over him. It was almost like he was standing in a graveyard. He wondered what happened to those Jargars when the collapse happened. Did they die instantly? Or was it a long, lingering death?

      Did he even want to know?

      “As long as your people are mining, there can be no peace,” said Rekk’darsa from just behind him.

      “Humnardie! What is the meaning of this?”

      Both Alex and Rekk’darsa turned to find another Jargar just behind them. This one looked similar to Rekk’darsa in appearance, but he was noticeably different by the streak of red fur that started near his skull and swept back from his head. More importantly, he was already snarling as he stared at Alex, and he made several aggressive moves forward, which caused Rekk’darsa to come between them.

      “What are you doing here, By’lok’nis?” asked Rekk’darsa calmly. “You were told not to interfere in this proceeding.”

      “That was before you brought this neemuh into our sacred grounds,” snapped By’lok’nis. “He ought to be killed for this transgression!”

      “My father is in control of the situation,” said Rekk’darsa. “You know what will happen to you if you harm him.”

      By’lok’nis closed the distance between them. “Your father might call the shots now but not for long. I will not permit the wholesale murder of our own people! The Ragga’mars must extinguish all the neemuh filth from this planet!”

      “Your dissent is well-noted,” replied Rekk’darsa coolly. “But for now, my father is the Ab’Ragga. And until that changes, you will follow his orders.”

      “For now,” sneered By’lok’nis. “But tomorrow? Who knows?”

      By’lok’nis stepped away but not before giving Alex one last snarl. Within a matter of moments, the Jargar had disappeared, leaving the two of them alone.

      “I’m going to guess that he’s part of the war faction?” asked Alex.

      “Part of it?” replied Rekk’darsa. “By’lok’nis leads the war faction. If I wasn’t here, he’d be picking your flesh out of his teeth right now. The biggest issue you face is that By’lok’nis speaks for a growing minority of Ragga’mars. My fear is that one day, it will become a majority of us. Your problem is what happens when we get to that day.”

      “If I have any luck, we’ll never see it come,” said Alex.

      “You’ll need all the luck you can get. By’lok’nis might be a war-monger but he is right about one thing. The tide is turning against the peace faction, which is led by my father. We’ve held them at bay for this long, but it won’t last for much longer. We are preventing a tidal wave from crashing into your city, but our strength weakens every time there is a collapse here. You will need to work quickly.”

      “How quickly?” asked Alex. “I’ve only been down here a few hours. Maybe half a day at most. If you let me go now, I can call an immediate Council meeting—”

      “On the contrary, you’ve been down here almost a week,” said Rekk’darsa, shocking Alex completely.

      “A week? How is that possible?”

      “The serum that you were injected with gives us a complete blueprint of your bio-mechanics but you can’t be conscious for that serum to do its job. It has been so long since we’ve seen an Atlantean that we wanted to update our records about your species. It took that long to make our blueprint before we could allow you to wake up.”

      “But I have to get back to my people,” said Alex. “The whole colony probably thinks I’m dead . . .”

      That was the hardest part to swallow. Alex thought about Ellie, Annette, and Jenna. They were probably worried senseless. Had it really been that long?

      “We will not waste any more time than is absolutely necessary,” said Rekk’darsa as he led Alex to another side of the cavern, to a much nicer dwelling that dominated the mid-level section. “That is why we will let my father, the Ab’Ragga of the Ragga’mars, decide what you take back to your people.”
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      Jenna was finding it increasingly hard to wake up each morning.

      It had been seven days. Seven days with no trace of Alex.

      She didn’t know whether he was alive or dead. At least there had been no Jargar attacks in that time but she wasn’t sure if that was just a coincidence or the result of Alex’s work.

      Until she could see him with her own eyes, she was completely and thoroughly stuck.

      The bad part was that even she was beginning to think that he wasn’t coming back. Other people in the colony were now starting to believe he was truly gone too.

      That was why she’d been brought to this Council meeting today, alongside Vitale and Kristina, while they debated what to do about Alex.

      “I say we just declare him dead and move on,” said Cassara as simply as if she were talking about a dead animal on the side of the road. “We can call elections and hold them a week from now.”

      “What Cassara is saying makes the most sense,” said Serrano. “Hawthorne isn’t coming back. It was completely idiotic what he did in the first place, but he always did have a misplaced sense of nobility. Either way, he’s Jargar food at this point. Let’s move on.”

      “He’s not dead,” snapped Ellie, who was looking more frazzled by the day. “He’s there negotiating on our behalf. He’s trying to save Vesta.”

      Both Cassara and Serrano started laughing. “Save Vesta? And how’s he going to do that? As far as we know, he took no heavy weaponry with him. So unless he’s planning to shoot every Jargar on the planet, there’s no way he’s going to remove that threat.”

      Ellie gave Jenna a helpless look, and Jenna knew exactly why. Until now, it was only them plus Vitale that knew about Alex’s alien heritage.

      “If there are no objections, I’d like to switch the topic to the mines,” said Serrano. “I’m going to order them to be restarted—”

      Serrano never finished his sentence, because Jenna blurted out something that got everyone’s attention.

      “Alex can communicate with the Jargars!”

      What followed next was a retelling of the entire story—the same one that Jenna had told Annette, Ellie, and Vitale. This time, the story was met with much more disbelief, that is until Jenna decided to bring forward proof.

      “Since Alex could hear the frequency replicators that we couldn’t, he had to have noise-canceling plugs developed to protect his ears,” said Jenna while taking the secondary pair of plugs from Kristina and showing the entire Council. “We don’t know if this is related to the reason why he can communicate with the Jargars, but it’s evidence that he’s different from us. And he was the best person to make this attempt on our behalf.”

      Cassara threw her hands up in the air. “I don’t get how the fact that he needed hearing aids is relevant to this conversation at all.”

      “They aren’t hearing aids,” said Vitale coolly. “If you place that strip by your ear and test it out, you’ll see that they work quite well.”

      “What are you trying to prove?” asked Serrano, leaning back in his chair. “Even if we are willing to accept that something is very clearly off about Hawthorne, to say the least, what does this hold for us? Are you just trying to put off an election that would see a new councilor added to this body? Someone that might not share the same views as all of you?”

      Annette glowered at him. “This is about protecting a man that’s fighting right now on the behalf of this entire colony. He did this at great personal risk to himself, and you shouldn’t be so eager to write him off.”

      “No one is doubting that he certainly thinks of himself as a martyr,” said Cassara, rolling her eyes. “But it’s been a week, Annette. How much longer do you want to give this?”

      “As long as it takes,” replied Annette. “Until he comes back.”

      “I’m not willing to do that,” said Cassara. “And several parts of this story don’t add up to me. I’m not buying these hearing strips or whatever they are. If Alex Hawthorne doesn’t show up in Vesta by the end of tomorrow, he’s going to be declared dead and we will have new elections. And there won’t be anything you can do about it.”

      “I’m with her on this one,” said Serrano, jerking his head toward Cassara.

      “Well, we disagree,” said Ellie while looking at Annette. “And that will deadlock the Council.”

      Cassara scoffed. “Then we’ll just put it to the entire city. And I’m sure they’ll see the sense in wanting a five-person Council in these perilous times.”

      With those final words, the meeting was dismissed. Jenna watched Serrano and Cassara leave before sinking into a chair next to Ellie.

      “That went about how I expected it to go,” muttered Jenna.

      “I hate to even say it aloud, but they have a point,” said Vitale. “We’ve normally waited three days after Jargar attacks before we declare someone dead. We’ve given Alex double the normal time. How much longer are we going to pretend that he’s still out there?”

      No one wanted to answer that question. Both Annette and Ellie looked at the table, as if they wanted to crawl under it to hide.

      It was only Jenna that met Vitale’s eyes. “He’s still alive out there, Vitale. And he will be coming back.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 118

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex followed Rekk’darsa inside the large chamber, where they found a grand hallway made almost entirely out of rock. It was large enough to fit at least a couple hundred Jargars but the only other one inside was standing at the end of the hall.

      As they neared this third Jargar, it wasn’t hard to see how imposing he was. The Ab’Ragga was the largest Jargar that Alex had ever seen. He was even taller than his son, coming in just shy of three meters in height. His snout was long and marked with several scars on both sides. The rest of his body was groomed, with wavy, shaggy hair that covered his torso and every limb. The only other indicator that he was aged was the relative color of the hair. Whereas Rekk’darsa was more jet black in appearance, the Ab’Ragga’s hair was starting to turn silver.

      Alex was wary as he approached the leader of the Ragga’mars, not knowing what kind of reception he was going to get. It was always possible it was going to be like the encounter with By’lok’nis but the Ab’Ragga was much more neutral in his disposition.

      “Welcome to the home of the Ragga’mars, Alex Hawthorne,” said the Ab’Ragga as he looked down from his perch. “It is only with great bravery that you come here, but then again, your race has always been capable of great and terrible things.”

      At that point, Alex wasn’t sure if he was talking about humans or Atlanteans but he didn’t let that affect his response.

      “Thank you for accepting me here,” said Alex. “I’m here on a mission of peace. Our peoples do not have to be at odds with each other. There is the possibility of coexistence.”

      “Coexistence?” asked the Ab’Ragga, yelping as his son was prone to do. “Yes, we are very familiar with that. It was a strategy we’ve tried before, when the humans first came to this planet before our last hibernation. Instead of attacking them, we decided to let them live in peace and you can see how that has worked out for us. Your people disturb our homes and kill the Ragga’mars. This cannot be allowed to continue.”

      The Ab’Ragga took a step off his perch, moving closer to Alex. “For the last one hundred and fifty solar cycles, I have led the Ragga’mars. It is only in the last ten that we’ve faced such a threat like yours, but the Ragga’mars have been on this planet for longer than anyone can remember. We have survived threats before and we will survive the human threat to our existence.”

      “You’ve been in charge for that many years?” asked Alex. “Just how old do the Ragga’mars get?”

      “A normal lifespan for our race is nearly three hundred solar cycles,” replied the Ab’Ragga. “I’m coming to the end of mine, having seen two hundred and seventy-three. And I do not wish to leave my people without having this matter settled.”

      “What will it take then to have peace between us?” asked Alex. “I can’t guarantee anything but I can fight to make sure that peace is attained. Will it just take the closing of the mines? Because even right now, they are not operational. Surely, you know that though?”

      The Ab’Ragga yelped. “Just because they are not operational right now doesn’t mean you won’t return to them like you did the last time. We’re aware that you restarted operations recently, which has triggered a new round of hostilities. We are under tremendous pressure from a faction of the Ragga’mars who believes that humans are purposely trying to exterminate us. It is that pressure that has directly led us to mutilating our own bodies in order to get the message across to your people.”

      “Your ears,” said Alex. “I didn’t want to believe when I saw it but now I have the proof. How could you do something so terrible to yourselves?”

      “Because our very existence is at stake!” said the Ab’Ragga. “Because your people would see all the Ragga’mars exterminated!”

      “We are trying to do no such thing,” interrupted Alex. “It’s the opposite—we believe you are trying to do the same to us.”

      “And yet, innocents on either side still die,” continued the Ab’Ragga. “It’s because of the deaths of those innocents that this war faction has accumulated so much power. It is my belief that they will take over once my body is put into the ground.”

      “By’lok’nis has his eye on the throne,” advised Rekk’darsa. “He intends to become Ab’Ragga once my father passes. If that happens, he will not stop until the entire human population has been destroyed. And he will do it as soon as he takes over.”

      “By’lok’nis is a shortsighted fool,” said the Ab’Ragga. “But he has the sympathy of many. His influence on the rest of us is something we cannot ignore. It is why we must demand that you close out the mines at once. It is the only way that we can have peace.”

      “We don’t mine because we want to,” replied Alex. “We mine because we have to. The metals that we extract from the ground are very valuable to other humans, and they are needed for us to pay off our debts and keep the city running. Without the mines, we would need a secondary source of revenue, which we don’t have. If you can be patient until we develop one, we will stop mining once we have what we need.”

      That was a tough answer for Alex to get out, mostly because there were still a few unknown variables there. Who knew how long it would take to develop a secondary income? Their only prospect was what Vitale was doing with his Perfect Companions but that would still take time to get off the ground. Could the city survive without mining in the short term?

      And how would he convince the Council that it could be done?

      Unfortunately, the Ab’Ragga wasn’t inclined to cut deals. “We will not allow you the time to mine any further. Every moment that your people are in the mines is another that could set off another cave-in. I will not bargain with the lives of the Ragga’mars, however, since you are one that cannot make the decision on behalf of your people right now, I will permit a window for you. You will have two solar days to stop mining before any hope of a truce between our peoples is lost.”

      “Two days?” asked Alex incredulously. “Please, we need more time than that. Can we not at least have that time to accumulate money? Our city can develop another form of income but it will take a few months—”

      The Ab’Ragga shook his head. “You do not have months. You are lucky I’m able to give you two days instead of none at all. If By’lok’nis had his way, you would be dead already and your city would be attacked within the hour. I’ve given you two days as a courtesy but it is not something that can be extended.”

      “You’re putting us in an impossible position,” said Alex. “The Council won’t go for it. They can’t possibly go for it. This won’t bring peace between us.”

      The Ab’Ragga yelped. “Then you will have to negotiate with your own people to make it happen.  I’m sorry that it has to be this way, Alex Hawthorne, but it is. We are under pressures of our own to stop the killing of our own people. You will need to be grateful that you have any time at all.”

      “There has to be some kind of compromise here,” said Alex. “There is a way we can both get what we want.”

      “I’m afraid the time for compromises is over,” said the Ab’Ragga. “Maybe at one time that was possible, but that time has long since passed. Our demands are simple but firm. Two solar days, Alex Hawthorne.”

      The position was almost impossible. Even despite the threat, Alex knew the Council wouldn’t be able to accept those terms, not with only two days. Maybe two months but not two days.

      It was like Alex could see the wreck coming but could do nothing to stop it.

      “Now you must take our proposal back to your people,” said the Ab’Ragga. “But you should know this before you go—when the Ab’Ragga make a promise, they keep it. If you continue to mine past the two-day window, we will attack the city. It is a guarantee, a certainty, that we will do this. The choice now is yours. Please return to your city, and for your own safety, do not attempt to come back here. I cannot vouch for your safety if you return, especially if the mines continue to be operational.”

      With those last words, the meeting was over. Alex was escorted away from the Ab’Ragga by Rekk’darsa, leading him upward through the cavern’s passages to the surface.

      “It’s madness,” said Alex, shaking his head as they walked. “What you’ve asked me to do is impossible.”

      “Saving lives is impossible for your humans?” asked Rekk’darsa. “Do they care more for money than they do their own lives?”

      “It’s not that easy. Keeping the city running requires money. We can’t just create more of it out of thin air.”

      “It is a shame then that it has come to this,” said Rekk’darsa. “I would like to give you hope that the peace faction will be able to contain By’lok’nis and his followers but I no longer have such hopes. My father’s leadership is on the edge of the abyss. One wrong move now will see By’lok’nis claiming the Ab’Ragga. You can see now why we are so limited with our options.”

      “I should have come earlier,” said Alex. “I should have come shortly after the attack. Maybe we would have had more options.”

      Rekk’darsa yelped. “I fear that you would have faced the same opposition as you did today. This situation has been years in the making. It wouldn’t have been turned around so easily.”

      With those final words, Rekk’darsa led him to one particular passage at the end of one of the bridges, where their feet were firmly planted on rock again. This passage led upward with a steady grade, twisting and turning through its own labyrinth that Alex couldn’t possibly remember on his own. Finally, they emerged from a small hole in the ground to the crisp night air.

      “Your city is that way,” said Rekk’darsa, pointing to the east. “And the device on your arm will work now that you’re free of our signal jammers. Here is the knife that we confiscated from you when you were captured. I wish you good luck, Alex Hawthorne. I do not wish to go to war with your people, but I will if my father commands it. I hope you can prevent a war from developing.”

      “It’s going to take a small miracle to make that happen,” replied Alex. “And I sincerely doubt that will happen. You don’t know the kind of people I have to work with.”

      “You are very curious for an Atlantean,” said Rekk’darsa. “Most of your kind that we have encountered through the years have been more . . . confident. They are usually an arrogant species so your more humble nature confuses me.”

      Alex shrugged. “I’ve spent my entire life around humans. I suppose their traits have rubbed off on me.”

      “Perhaps so but even for humans, you don’t quite fit the mold. You are a unique individual, and I hope we do not have to kill you.”

      Alex suspected that was Rekk’darsa’s blunt way of saying good luck. He sheathed his knife and looked off to the east, where he could just begin to make out the lights of the city. With a heavy burden on his shoulder, Alex started his trek, not looking back at Rekk’darsa behind him until a full minute had passed.

      By that time, Rekk’darsa was already gone.
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      Just as Alex was getting the ultimatum, Serrano was a few kilometers away on the way back to the housing unit he shared with Belladonna. He hadn’t intended to come back home this early in the evening, wanting to go over some last-minute details with Ross. The week they’d been waiting for had finally arrived. Serrano’s ship was due to be delivered in four days.

      And then finally, his long-held plan of leaving this Vestan shithole for the perverse pleasures of Dangallu would be a reality.

      For now though, he had to figure out what Belladonna wanted, and he found her in their unit looking excited. It didn’t take him long to see why, especially with the figure that was now standing right next to her.

      “I believe you were wanting Bryce Nash out of that terrible cell, weren’t you, love?” asked Belladonna, using her hand to gesture to Nash.

      Nash looked a little more worn for wear, and he looked profoundly uncomfortable standing in the same room with both Serrano and Belladonna, but at least he was free.

      But how?

      “How did you do this?” asked Serrano. “How did you get him out of his cell?”

      Belladonna smiled at him. “You told me you wanted a little more support, right? Well, I talked with Cassara about Nash. As it turns out, we can’t keep holding a man who hasn’t been charged with any crime. It’s a terrible tragedy of justice, and since Alex Hawthorne probably isn’t coming back, no one is going to prosecute him. So I got him released, just like you wanted.”

      Serrano’s lecherous grin turned toward Nash. “You ready to get back to work, Nash?”

      That seemed to be the last thing that Nash wanted but he didn’t put up any protests. He nodded his head nervously.

      “Good, go find Ross,” said Serrano. “He’ll help you with the details for now, and I’ll be there shortly.”

      Nash made his way out of the room like the meek puppy he was, leaving Serrano alone with Belladonna.

      “I still don’t know why you need a man like that one so badly,” said Belladonna. “He’s such a docile little man. What help could he possibly provide you?”

      Serrano hesitated before answering that question. As fond as he was of Belladonna, she wasn’t ready for that truth. Instead, he relied on a time-tested strategy that always fared well.

      He lied.

      “The only reason Nash was targeted by Hawthorne and the others is because they know that Nash is onto them,” explained Serrano. “I’ve had a suspicion now for several weeks that they are doing something they shouldn’t be and I think it revolves around the Vestan treasury. I think they are trying to get illegal access to the funds.”

      As expected, Belladonna’s eyes went wide in shock. “Something like trying to steal it?”

      Serrano nodded glumly. “That’s my suspicion. I just needed someone to do a little snooping for me. Of course, I couldn’t take it to that nerd, Vitale, because he’s already up Hawthorne’s ass.”

      “Not to mention, he’s about as useless as they come,” sneered Belladonna.

      “Right, so I went to Nash, who is the next smartest mind in the colony. And I think Nash was getting close to something which is why Hawthorne had him arrested. I’m not convinced they still aren’t planning something then.”

      “That would be awful, Lucius. But where would they go? Stealing is one thing but it’s not like someone wouldn’t know the second they did it.”

      Serrano shook his head. “I don’t know yet. I’m still trying to piece that together. Hopefully with Nash now free, we can figure out their plan.”

      Belladonna cursed under her breath and then embraced him. “Thank the stars this colony has you in it, Lucius. Sometimes I think you’re the only one here who has our best interests in mind.”

      Serrano really had to try hard not to break character. Of course he was lying through his teeth to Belladonna and normally that wouldn’t bother him. However, he was more than a little fond of her now. Serrano was even willing to go as far as to admit that he loved her, which made lying to her all the more treacherous.

      But then again, he still wanted to do everything possible to get off Vesta.

      “I might need you to do one more thing for me,” said Serrano into her ear. “If you’re up to it, that is.”

      Belladonna looked up at him with glimmer eyes. “I’ll do anything to stop them. I even have a plan of my own to help. But if you need me to stop these malcontents from ruining Vesta, I’ll do it.”

      Serrano couldn’t help but grin. This plan was coming together better than he expected.

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      “Well, he sure got back to work quickly. It’s almost like he was never gone at all.”

      Both Serrano and Ross were now standing a few meters back from Nash, who was once more back at his computer trying to hack into the Vestan treasury. It was about an hour after Serrano left his housing unit, but not before satisfying Belladonna’s more primal needs.

      “Nash knows better than to argue,” said Serrano. “I just had to remind him what was at stake.”

      “That explains why he was sweating as soon as he showed up at the door,” replied Ross.

      “Has he made any progress yet? I want to know if the fund is cracked by the time the ship gets here.”

      “He’s making progress,” replied Ross. “Slowly but surely.”

      “Good, I’m going to ask Belladonna to move the precious metals in the treasury someplace where we can better load them on the ship to make things even easier.”

      “How did you explain that one? I’m sure she thought that was a strange request.”

      “She won’t,” explained Serrano. “I already told her there’s a plot to steal from Vesta and she needs to do her part to stop it.”

      “Wait, you told her the truth?” asked Ross.

      “No, dipshit, I just told her it was Hawthorne’s people. She believes it because she already hates them. When I tell her to actually move the gold, she won’t question it at all. She’ll see it as doing her part to protect Vesta.”

      Ross couldn’t help but laugh as he shook his head. “That’s fucking devious but I like it very much. Imagine the look on her face when we blast out of here with all the money and she knows she was the one to make it happen.”

      It was that statement that wiped the smile from Serrano’s face. “I might still bring her with us. I’m not sure yet.”

      “What?” asked a shocked Ross. “Why? I thought we were going to leave the bitch behind.”

      Serrano growled at him and smacked the back of his head. “She’s my bitch. And she’s not like the other women I’ve dealt with before. I don’t like lying to her but once we’re out of Vesta, she’ll be fine. My plan is to take her with us.”

      “Have you had a change in heart recently?” asked Ross. “I wouldn’t have pegged you for the sentimental type.”

      Serrano scoffed. “Maybe, just maybe, she’s the woman for me, Ross.”

      “But you’re still lying to her.”

      “Well, we all have to start somewhere.”
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      It was quiet in the housing unit that was shared by Jenna and the other women that evening. Annette and Ellie had already long since gone to sleep but Jenna was still awake. She was currently sitting on the couch, clutching her knees with her arms and staring off into the distance.

      It had become her favoured position as of late. Anything was better than laying in bed trying (and failing) to sleep, all the while wondering if Alex was going to come back. She couldn’t help but think about him. She missed everything about Alex—from the way she felt safe in his presence to the way he held her at night.

      He couldn’t possibly be gone forever. He just couldn’t.

      But how much longer would she have to wait?

      To her incredible surprise, she received the answer she was waiting on. Jenna’s P-com started buzzing, and her eyes went wide when she saw who was calling.

      “Alex!” she nearly screamed when she answered. “Is it really you? You’re alive?”

      “I’m alive,” said Alex, which practically forced Jenna off the couch and made her jump up and down. “But I need help. Can you have someone send a rover out here to pick me up?”

      “Say no more!” said Jenna. “Just send me your coordinates and we’ll be there shortly.”

      It took Jenna all of ten seconds to wake up Ellie and Annette. They threw on what clothing they could and made a dash for Biosphere Five’s garage, where they could commandeer a rover. The VDF on guard at the garage didn’t stop them. In fact, this particular VDF volunteered to be their driver when they told him Alex was alive.

      In no time at all, the rover dashed out onto the road and was heading for Alex’s location. When he appeared in the vehicle’s headlights, Jenna had never been so happy. She sprinted out of the rover once it came to a stop and nearly tackled him.

      “Oh my god, you’re alive,” she said as she peppered his face with kisses. “We were so worried about you, so very worried, Alex!”

      It wasn’t long before Annette and Ellie collided into them as well, with both of them echoing the same sentiments.

      “I’m so happy to see you all too,” said Alex. “But we need to call an emergency Council meeting right away. I have a proposal for peace, and we only have a limited time to discuss it. But peace is possible with the Jargars if we can meet their terms.”

      Annette gave him a confused look. “What kind of terms are they asking?”

      Alex swallowed hard. “I’ll tell you on the way.”
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      “You honestly expect me to believe that not only can you communicate with the Jargars by hearing their thoughts but that they’ve also given you an ultimatum for avoiding an all-out war between the two of us?” asked Cassara, her expression testing the limits of disbelief. She put her hand against her brow. “I don’t even know where to begin.”

      Honestly, neither did Alex, but it still didn’t stop this meeting from being called late in the night. Technically it was past midnight, which meant that Cassara had an overcoat on over her sleeping attire. Even Serrano was barely dressed but Alex found it imperative to have this Council meeting sooner rather than later.

      “That’s what we tried to tell you yesterday,” Ellie said to Cassara. “Why is it such a surprise that Alex can communicate with them? It’s not the first time you’ve heard it.”

      Cassara shook her hands. “Because I thought you were lying, that’s why! And it’s too ridiculous to even contemplate!”

      It quickly became clear that interrupting their sleep wasn’t the best way to start off a meeting, especially since Cassara was more snippy than usual. Alex decided to side-step the question of his species and get right into the heart of the matter.

      “You need to put aside your personal thoughts on this one,” said Alex, speaking for the first time since he explained the entire nature of his week-long ordeal with the Jargars. “The Ragga’mars have been very clear about—”

      “Call them Jargars, Hawthorne,” interrupted Serrano. “I don’t give two flying fucks what they call themselves. They will always be Jargars to us.”

      “It’s that kind of attitude that’s going to get us all killed,” warned Alex. “You all seem to think of them as some kind of dumb, bloodthirsty creatures. They are very clearly more than that.”

      “How are they not bloodthirsty?” interrupted Cassara. “Do I need to remind you how many people they killed in the attack?”

      “Can you stop interrupting him and let him talk?” growled Annette.

      Cassara glared at Annette and crossed her arms but she said nothing further for the moment.

      “No one denies that the Jargars are violent,” said Alex as he raised his prosthetic leg and tapped it. “I know that better than anyone. I also know that they are capable of great intelligence. In a way, they are just like us, capable of both violence and peace. They have leaders of their own and an entire society carved out of a cavern deep in the ground, a cavern that we keep destroying as we continue to mine.”

      “We mine because we have to,” said Serrano. “How is the city going to continue to run without money?”

      “Well, that doesn’t matter anymore,” said Alex. “Because we only have until tomorrow evening to stop all activity at the mines permanently before the Jargars attack us again. And it won’t be like the attack we’ve repelled already. It will be more brutal, with even more Jargars. Maybe ten times what we originally faced. Maybe even more.”

      “But we have better defenses now, don’t we?” asked Cassara. “You’ve doubled the size of the VDF, created an entirely new group in the MERF, and we now have full coverage by the replicators.”

      “Are you forgetting that they have a way to get around the replicators?” said Annette. “It won’t matter how many we deploy if they keep mutilating their ears just to get around them.”

      “Annette is right,” said Alex. “I saw how many of them were down there. There are thousands of Jargars. Even if we pulled back to just defend the city, we would be overwhelmed.”

      “Then why didn’t they do that in the beginning?” asked Cassara. “Why didn’t they overwhelm us during the first attack?”

      “Because they were trying to send a message,” said Alex. “They were trying to get in touch with me. That attack was nothing compared to what they’re capable of and if we don’t stop, they will attack us again. It’s not a matter of if as much as it is a matter of when.”

      “I’d say bring it on then,” growled Serrano. “We have enough firepower here that we don’t need to bow down to the demands of these fuckers. For Vesta to continue to operate, we need money. Those mines need to stay open. And the MERF can join the VDF in keeping the city safe.”

      As tempting as the offer was, Alex wasn’t about to take it. Arming the MERF also meant giving Serrano a dangerous force that was only answerable to him, and he was still far from trustworthy.

      “Serrano does bring up a good point though, Alex,” said Ellie. “Can’t we negotiate for more time? Setting up a second source of revenue is going to take time.”

      Ordinarily, Alex might have been surprised to hear that kind of statement coming from Ellie, but she’d already echoed similar sentiments an hour earlier, when he was explaining what happened to her and the other women. Of everyone that he could count as being “on his side” Ellie was the one having the most heartburn about shutting down the mines.

      “I tried to get a longer time frame but the Jargars are being pushed by their war faction to attack us at the soonest possible moment,” said Alex. “The Ab’Ragga guaranteed me two days to shut it down, and that was all he could give.”

      “We still have other options,” said Cassara. “We can sell off some other assets if we really need to. Hard currency will keep us afloat, no matter the form. Anything that we can do without, like potentially the crawlers, rovers, or other spare equipment.”

      “We could probably even sell off an entire biosphere if we really needed to,” threw out Serrano, saying it like it wasn’t a completely unnatural suggestion.

      Alex didn’t know what to say. He continued to look around the room in speechless disbelief.

      “You would dismantle the city and leave us with nothing left.”

      “Or we could continue to mine,” said Cassara. “After all, how else are we going to sustain the colony? Eventually, we’d run out of stuff to sell.”

      “Did you not hear what I just told you?” asked Alex. “Two days is it. Do you all want the entire colony to be destroyed or not?”

      “I say fuck those hairy bastards,” snapped Serrano. “Let’s continue to mine.”

      “Spoken like a true asshole,” said Annette, glaring at Serrano. “You don’t care what happens to this city as long as you retain control of the mining operation.”

      Serrano sneered at her. “You don’t understand the first thing about me, sweetheart. All you do is repeat insults that have already come out of Hawthorne’s mouth.”

      Ellie rose to her feet and slammed her hand against the table. “Enough! Enough bickering please! We need to decide what to do. We need to have a vote about the mines. Alex has laid out everything he’s learned from the Jargars and we’ve also discussed the concerns that we have about our money situation. Now, let’s go around and have everyone vote. We’ll start with Alex.”

      “I’ll make it really easy,” said Alex. “I saw the war faction down there and how thirsty they are for human blood. I vote that we cancel mining operations indefinitely. In terms of revenue, I know how we can make up the shortfall if we stop mining right now.”

      That was a bit of a stretch but it was all he had right now. Alex was thinking about Vitale’s business venture and his Perfect Companions. If that business could be lifted off the ground with Vestan state support, there was a good chance that it could be the revenue stream they desperately needed.

      “And I’m sure your idea will be every bit as good as your last few ideas,” said Cassara with a heavy tilt of sarcasm. “Annette, your vote?”

      “I vote with Alex,” said Annette. “Immediate cessation of mining activities for the foreseeable future.”

      “Who didn’t see that coming?” replied Cassara. “I vote to continue mining as long as we need to. We can’t respond to a vague threat of action against us when we need to keep the city operational.”

      “It’s not a vague threat,” replied Alex. “It will happen. They will come if we don’t stop.”

      “As I’ve said already, let them come,” said Serrano. “I vote to continue mining as well. We can beef up security at the mines to keep them safe in the meantime.”

      At that point, all eyes turned toward Ellie to be the tie-breaker. Ordinarily, Alex would expect her support and wouldn’t be sweating the outcome but there was a strange look in Ellie’s eyes. It was a look that he’d seen before, and he recognized it for what it was.

      Guilt.

      His stomach dropped when Ellie started to speak.

      “My grandfather didn’t start this colony to see our assets and our possessions sold off wholesale. The fact of the matter is that every bit of gold we extract from those mines keeps the city afloat. I don’t know about the rest of you, but the only way I’d agree to the sale and destruction of an entire biosphere or other assets would be if we exhausted all other options. I know there are other ventures that could make us money, like what Vitale is doing, but there’s no way that’s a fully-realized revenue stream yet.”

      “Vitale,” scoffed Cassara. “Now I know you’ve gone off the deep end, Ellie. You think Vitale could replace the lost revenue?”

      “I do,” she replied. “But probably not for many months. Not until after we’ve gone bankrupt and the colony is dissolved. So for now, I have to say that we continue to mine as long as we can.”

      Ellie turned to face Alex as she lowered her eyes. “I’m so sorry, Alex.”

      Alex didn’t know what to say. His mouth was wide open, shocked that she would vote in such a manner. What did she not understand about his time with the Jargars?

      “Well, this is a first,” said Cassara. “At least we had some sanity come through with this vote.”

      Ellie continued to be quiet after that statement. She wouldn’t look at Alex again, no doubt continuing to feel the same about going against him. The meeting ended with the resolution to continue mining, ignoring the Jargars’ ultimatum. At first light tomorrow, the mines would be fully reopened. After the meeting was over, Alex and Annette cornered Ellie.

      “What the fuck, Ellie?” asked Annette, holding nothing back. “How could you vote with them? You know what’s going to happen if we don’t stop mining.”

      “You two have no idea how much pressure is riding on my shoulders,” said Ellie, shaking her head frantically. “I’m the last Vestan, the last of my family. It’s been my duty my entire life to see the success of this colony, and that especially means not seeing it dismantled. If we start selling off entire biospheres just to settle a debt, where do we stop? That’s not going to help us grow and thrive. It just means that the precedent has been set for the future. The next time we get into a jam, we just sell off another biosphere and another until there’s nothing left and my grandfather’s legacy has been destroyed. I can’t vote for that.”

      “One way or another, we have to close the mines permanently,” said Alex. “You voting the way that you did is only going to get more people killed.”

      “I understand,” said Ellie. “But if we keep mining, we keep the colony solvent. I get what you saw down there, Alex, I really do but we have to keep mining. I can’t let this colony fail.”

      “That’s funny because we are the closest to failure that we’ve ever been,” said Alex, crossing his arms. “I get that you feel some obligation toward your grandfather’s colony but you just voted to jeopardize it anyway because you’re too shortsighted to see the bigger picture.”

      He wasn’t just disappointed in her. He was flat-out angry. This could be the difference between life or death and all she could think about was her grandfather’s legacy.

      Ellie started to turn red out of embarrassment. “I’m sorry, Alex. I know you’re going to be upset with me and I don’t blame you. I just wanted to do what’s best for Vesta.”

      “You did the worst thing you could do,” said Alex as he turned to walk away.

      He didn’t look back as he left the Council chamber.

      There was just no reason to.
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      The twenty-four hour period following that Council meeting was about as chaotic as they came.

      In the morning, Alex had to supervise the reopening of the mines. Not only was it strange to see people down in the mines, but the question of their protection was constantly raised. Alex had three squads of VDF down there, alongside the MERF, to keep them safe, but even that wouldn’t be enough if the war faction under By’lok’nis decided to attack early.

      Even as they worked, Alex couldn’t help but wonder what was happening beneath their feet. Were they setting off more cave-ins below? Were they making the situation even worse than it already was?

      Despite not controlling what the Council did, Alex still had full control over the VDF. The force was already at the highest state of readiness after the mutilations had been discovered but now it was time to crank out the heavy weaponry. The armory was emptied of anything that could be useful and the manned observation posts were boosted with mortars and precision rockets.

      Though a war was the last thing that Alex wanted, he would make sure the VDF wasn’t going to be a sitting duck.

      All of this occurred against the backdrop of household turmoil. Ellie was treated like a leper by the time they arrived back at the housing unit that morning. Even though Alex could understand why she voted the way she did, it didn’t make it any less suicidal for the colony at large. Perhaps he would have felt differently about it if the city was named Hawthorne but even then her decision would have seemed stupid.

      He was hardly alone in that thought. Annette had nothing to say to Ellie that morning and neither did Jenna once she was told. For that reason, Ellie escaped the unit early, no doubt to get away from all the tension.

      “I just don’t get it,” said Jenna as they rode to the mining biosphere after breakfast. “She heard the story just like the rest of us did. How does she come away from that thinking we need to keep mining?”

      “She’s already made her decision,” said Alex. “And now we have to live with it. And the more gold we pump out of that mine, the greater the chance that the Jargars will decide to attack.”

      Jenna pulled her rifle against her chest. “We won’t let them take this city, Alex. Not after everything that we’ve been through. Not now.”

      “We’re going to do everything we can,” said Alex, already feeling the empty weight of the promise. “And we can hope that cooler heads prevail.”

      “And if they don’t?”

      Alex gestured to her rifle. “Then all that training you’ve had on that weapon will have to pay off.”

      Jenna let out a small sigh and nodded.

      The thing that bothered Alex the most about living in Vesta was the constant feeling that shit was about to hit the fan. Even when things were going his way after Belladonna was removed from the Council, there was still the sense that things could change at the drop of a hat. Now that they had not one but two threats against them, where was the hope that they could overcome the odds?

      At this point, hope was all they had left.
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      “Alex, you’re here! This is perfect, let me show you what I’m working on!”

      Alex was surprised by Vitale’s enthusiasm that morning when he came to visit. He knew that Vitale had heard about the results of the Council meeting during the night, but he didn’t expect to see the flurry of activity in front of him now.

      Vitale’s labs had been almost completely transformed. The biggest change was that Vitale now had employees working for him directly who weren’t either Tabby or Tammy. Alex spotted one man that was sitting at a station and working on one of the Perfect Companions. Another man was standing near a crate of unmodified bodies and appeared to be doing a headcount.

      “What in the world is going on, Vitale?” asked Alex as he looked around.

      Vitale stopped for a moment to catch his breath. “Expansion! I’m getting the Perfect Companion line kicked off the ground floor. I’ve just hired Phillip and Martin over there to help with some items that I can’t attend to, mostly some of the more menial work. Tabby is helping me load software while Tammy is trying to get them into the marketplaces across the Emporium network. We already have two nibbles from potential buyers!”

      At that point, Vitale took a deep breath and placed a hand on his chest. “We can’t spare a single second right now.”

      “Where’s this coming from, Vitale? The sense of urgency?”

      “The Council meeting, of course,” replied Vitale. “We need a second revenue stream, right? Well, the Perfect Companions can be that revenue stream! I can’t spare a single second without getting the business up and running. As soon as we—”

      Alex held up a hand. “Vitale, how much revenue have you brought in so far?”

      “Well, just the initial purchase order for the design but it won’t be long until we can bring in actual sales,” he explained. “I’m confident that with a few more employees and a few more round-the-clock nights, we can be earning steady revenue by this point in the next quarter.”

      “Vitale, breathe,” said Alex, taking the mad scientist by the shoulders. “I can’t tell you how grateful I am for your enthusiasm, I really am, but you can work for the next month straight and we still wouldn’t be at the point where you could sustain the colony on your own. I’m not saying that you shouldn’t work hard, but you can take a moment to catch a breath.”

      Vitale nodded and took a moment to compose himself. There were tears in his eyes when he looked at Alex again.

      “I feel like this is my fault, Alex.”

      “How in the world can you say that, Vitale?”

      “If I had moved sooner with the Perfect Companions, maybe the business might already be on its feet. I’m still struggling to get into a marketplace right now, but if we were further along, we could stop mining right now and this could be the state enterprise of Vesta. My profits could run the colony, no problem.”

      “I know, Vitale, but that’s not your fault,” replied Alex. “There’s a lot of should of, could of, would of going around right now. If we had responded faster, maybe we wouldn’t have to push the deadline with the Jargars. I was doing the same thing when I was with them. Listen, the only thing we can do now is what we can. We might be able to reach a point where we can stop mining quickly because of your business, but it’s going to take some time. A month or two at least, and who knows if we’ll even still be here by that point anyway.”

      “It makes me feel hopeless in a way,” said Vitale, his shoulders slumping. “Having to wonder if we’ll still be here a week from now let alone a month. Are we doing all this work for naught?”

      Alex straightened out Vitale’s shoulders. “We still have hope. And as long as we have hope, we have a reason to keep fighting. Let me know if you need anything else in the interim to get the business on its feet, okay?”

      Before Alex could walk away, Vitale called out to him.

      “Do you know anyone else who might want to work for me?” asked Vitale. “I have an immediate need for three more employees.”

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      At least something was going right with Vesta. Vitale’s Perfect Companion business was just what the colony needed. The only problem was whether they could hang on long enough to see it become profitable.

      Later that evening, Alex arrived home to find that Ellie had returned. Judging by the expression on her face, her guilty conscience was weighing heavily on her mind, and the first thing she asked was for a moment alone with him.

      “What’s this about, Ellie?” he asked once they had some privacy. “I really don’t feel like talking right now.”

      Ellie looked like a cat whose tail had just been stepped on. “Alex, I’m sorry. I know you’re upset with me and I can’t say that I blame you. I know what I did might not seem like it makes any sense.”

      “We can afford the loss of a biosphere, Ellie. We can dismantle the entire thing and sell off the remaining material if it means we bought Vesta just a little more time. But we can’t do anything if we’re all dead. I’d rather take a small grazing wound than a knife to the heart. That’s all this is about.”

      “I don’t want to fight with you about this, Alex,” said Ellie, crossing her arms in front of her chest. “We don’t always have to agree on the best course of action. I wasn’t down there with you to know what was said, or to know how serious they are about their threats.”

      “Ellie, they were deadly serious. You’ve seen what they can do. Imagine an attack ten times in scale. We wouldn’t survive at all. If they attack tomorrow when the deadline expires, we might be dead before we know what hit us.”

      “My first priority is keeping the colony afloat,” replied Ellie firmly. “Everything else is secondary to that. I’m willing to work with you to make that happen, so that as soon as we have a new source of revenue, we shut down those mines. I know that’s not the outcome you wanted but I see it as the best way for us to move forward. It’s a compromise, Alex.”

      “It might already be too late for that, Ellie. I didn’t get the impression that the Jargars would be the type not to hold true to their promises. You’ve already seen the depths of their resolve. Would you mutilate your own body just to serve a purpose like that?”

      Ellie didn’t respond to that question immediately, which helped to prove his point. All she could do was stare back at him as she thought about her next response.

      “I don’t want to be opposed to you, Alex. I love you, I really do. I love Vesta as well. I just never expected to see the day those two loves might oppose each other.”

      Alex shook his head. “Me neither, Ellie. Me neither. But if you really want to turn this around, we can still call a Council meeting tonight. We can cancel all mining operations and still meet the deadline.”

      Ellie sucked in her breath harshly. She almost looked startled for a moment before a cool reserve came flooding back.

      “I’m sorry, Alex. I really am.”

      Alex grunted. “We will all be sorry when this is all over. Mark my words.”

      With nothing left to say, Ellie put her hand on his arm briefly before standing up to walk away. In the process, Alex looked over to see that both Jenna and Annette were watching the conversation from the other side of the room. They quickly closed the distance once Ellie closed the door to the spare bedroom.

      “Well?” asked Jenna. “Anything we should know about?”

      “No changes,” replied Alex. “We still don’t see eye to eye. Not like it matters right now anyway. We only have one day left. And nothing is going to change.”

      “Do you want me to talk to her?” asked Annette. “Not that I want to right now but she’s still my cousin. Maybe I can beat her into shape.”

      “It wouldn’t do any good,” replied Alex as he started to stand up. “But I won’t say no to trying right now. We need all the help we can get.”
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      Serrano was extraordinarily busy as the deadline for his ship’s arrival approached. At this point in time, it was still scheduled for the day after tomorrow, which meant that every piece of Serrano’s plan had to be executed by that time.

      And they were making a stunning amount of progress. Nash had been practically glued into his chair as he worked on cracking the Vestan treasury. Since he wasn’t able to hard crack it without alerting Vitale and the rest of Hawthorne’s people, Serrano had agreed to lend his own credentials (courtesy of his Council seat) to bypass a critical security feature. In the process, it completely exposed Serrano, which was a necessary setback. Nash was able to obscure the fact that it was Serrano’s credentials behind a simple encryption but the bottom line was that it wouldn’t last forever. They would need to be long gone by the time it was discovered.

      The other plans were coming along well too. At this very moment, the MERF was on the brink of attaining heavy weaponry thanks to a well-placed bribe put into a struggling VDF soldier that would allow them after-hours access to one of the watchtowers, where so many weapons had been moved in preparation of another Jargar attack.

      Once Serrano gave the signal, the MERF would have all the pulse rifles they needed to ensure they escaped with minimal casualties.

      There were still a few items that needed to be attended to, and that was the reason why Serrano needed Belladonna’s help that evening. They were both lying in bed, completely nude after a vigorous session of sex. Belladonna was still flushed with the exertion, which always put her in a most agreeable mood.

      It was now time to put the last piece of the puzzle in place.

      Serrano shifted his weight to look at her. “I need your help with something. Something of vital importance.”

      He had her attention judging by the way she shifted closer to him. Her eyes went wide. “What is it, Lucius?”

      “Remember when I told you that I think there’s a plot going on in Vesta?” he explained. “Led by Hawthorne and the others? A plot to steal the Vestan treasury and abscond with it?”

      “Did you figure it out?” asked Belladonna quietly, as if they were uncovering some great conspiracy. “Do you have proof of what they’re doing?”

      “Not yet,” explained Serrano. “Just a few hunches more than anything but I think the location of the treasury is our biggest weakness. Hawthorne knows exactly where it is if he intends to steal it and he has the credentials to get access to it.”

      “Well, so do you,” replied Belladonna. “You can access it too, especially if it needs extra protection.”

      Serrano pointed his finger at her. “Bingo. We can access it. We need it moved.”

      “Moved? Out of the treasury?”

      “Someplace where Hawthorne won’t be able to find it easily. If he intends to steal it and finds the vault empty when he springs his plan, it might just buy us enough time to stop his plan.”

      “I like it,” said Belladonna, rubbing her hand along her exposed thigh as she thought it through. “But where would we move it to?”

      “Not we but you,” said Serrano. “Hawthorne’s people are watching me closely right now and I can’t afford to be the one that does it. I’m going to give you my access credentials for getting into the vault but I need you to be the one that moves it. And I need it moved quickly. I want it moved to the storage units on the top of Biosphere One.”

      “Biosphere One? That’s a brilliant idea, Lucius. There’s so much storage that he’d never think to look up there. It would take him a long time to find it.”

      “That’s my idea,” said Serrano, trying to contain his emotions. This was going just a bit too easily. “And I need you to move quickly on it. I’ve requisitioned a few moving drones to help you but I need this done quickly. Speed is of the essence.”

      Belladonna grinned. “I can’t wait to see his downfall. When we bust him in the plot and I get that footage from the colony ship, he’s going to have nowhere to run. He might even be executed for what he did.”

      The first problem appeared. Serrano’s brow tightened. “What do you mean the footage from the colony ship?”

      Belladonna giggled. “I requested it! It’s being sent to Vesta right now through the archives of the ship’s manufacturer. Even though the ship was destroyed, the ship’s black box transmits it back to the manufacturer in real time. All it takes is one request, and I can prove to the whole colony that it was Alex Hawthorne who tried to take it over and caused the destruction of it.”

      Serrano’s stomach dropped the longer that she talked. “You’ve already requested it? Why didn’t you ask me beforehand?”

      Her smile started to slip. “I thought that it would be a good thing, Lucius. We’ve been looking for the smoking gun to prove what an asshole he really is. This gives us that.”

      It was going to give her a smoking gun all right. Just not the culprit that she wanted. Serrano wondered what she would do when she watched the footage for the first time and saw the ugly truth.

      “When will you have the footage?” he asked. “How soon?”

      “I requested it two weeks ago,” she replied, her excitement returning. “I should have it tomorrow.”

      If Serrano thought he was acting before, he was going to need to step up his game the moment that footage arrived. Unless he could somehow block her from receiving it with Nash’s influence?

      “Shit,” he muttered under his breath.

      Things had just gotten needlessly complicated.
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      Alex’s nerves were fraught with tension as the morning of the deadline dawned. It appeared to be just like any other day on the Vestan planet, but as Alex headed to the mines to supervise the day’s activities, he knew that the Jargars could appear at any moment, or they might even be preparing now to attack the city.

      Even if the VDF was prepared to hold them back as long as they could, he still felt powerless to change the fate of the colony. His fate was tied to these people who were facing not one but two threats of annihilation, and they were trying to juggle those threats between them.

      Nothing bode well for their long-term survival.

      The day was going as planned until about midmorning, when Alex received a call from Vitale, who was in a most excitable state. At first, Alex thought the attack he’d feared was finally starting to manifest.

      “What is it, Vitale?” he demanded. “Are the camera feeds picking up Jargar activity? Have they emerged from the caves?”

      “No, nothing like that,” replied Vitale, shaking his head. “We just got a transmission from Alpha Prime—a large file that’s coming to us from a company called Cartwell Aero Designs.”

      “That name sounds familiar to me,” said Alex. “Does it mean anything to you?”

      “Cartwell is the one that manufactures the class of colony ships that brought you to Vesta,” explained Vitale. “I’ve already scanned the file and it looks to be footage. The last twenty-four hours of footage from the Racine.”

      That definitely perked Alex’s interest, and he raced back to the city to take a look for himself. When he got there, he found Vitale skimming different sections on his own. At the moment, he was watching the final fight with Serrano, right before Alex and Jenna escaped into the pods.

      “I guess this answers a vital question,” said Vitale, who soon looked over at Alex. “Serrano has always been an asshole, hasn’t he?”

      “That he has,” said Alex. “Why were we sent this though?”

      “Surprisingly, someone requested it.”

      “Who would have done that?”

      Vitale raised an eyebrow. “Belladonna Worthington.”
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      Belladonna was almost giddy with excitement that morning. Not only had the footage that she’d requested arrived, but it was currently being downloaded right now. In just a few short minutes, she would have all the proof she needed to get Alex Hawthorne permanently removed from Vesta.

      In doing so, she might just be able to retake her seat on the Council. With her, Lucius, and Cassara in their proper positions, they might just wrest control away from the idiots who were busy ruining Vesta.

      Belladonna was watching the progress of the download when the doorbell rang. Seeing as she still had a couple minutes to go, she went to answer the door, expecting to see anyone else outside her home.

      But certainly not Alex Hawthorne.

      “What are you doing here?” hissed Belladonna, unable to contain her hatred. “What business do you have at my door?”

      “The same business that’s currently downloading into your P-com right now,” said Alex.

      Belladonna took a step back. “How do you know about that?”

      “Vitale monitors all traffic requests being sent to Vesta,” explained Alex with a simple shrug. “Apparently, there were several incidents a few years ago with rogue viruses being sent into planetary mainframes. Ever since then, he has data scanned first to make sure it’s safe.”

      Belladonna snorted. “Leave it to that nerd to be snooping through people’s private data.” She thought for a moment before she dropped all the hostility. “So you know what I now have in my possession then, don’t you?”

      “Of course,” replied Alex. “The data footage from the last twenty-four hours of the Racine. I have to wonder if you’re really ready to see them.”

      “Why would I not be ready? I’ve been waiting for this for some time. It will finally put to rest all this slander that’s been put against Lucius. I’m going to prove to the whole colony that you’re nothing more than a criminal, someone who never should have gained power in the first place.”

      Alex started to nod. “I can’t deny the fact that I was a criminal. We all were, all of the men that came on the Racine. I murdered several men for what they once did to my wife, but the crime that you’re talking about, of hijacking a ship, is something that I’m completely innocent of.”

      “Oh, right,” mocked Belladonna. “You might as well save your defense for later. I fully intend to have the people of Vesta see this footage so that you get kicked out for good. And you’re in luck! The download just finished.”

      Belladonna hit several buttons on her P-com, bringing up the holo-player. Quite suddenly, she could see a full 360-degree view of the inside of the Racine.

      “I highly suggest you go to this time stamp,” said Alex, offering her a written paper with concise coordinates. “Should tell you all you want to know.”

      Belladonna glared at the paper and then up at Alex. “Whatever. It’s not going to delay the inevitable anyway so why not.”

      Belladonna punched in the time block, which brought up a very specific scene, showcasing numerous colonists that had gathered together in one of the holds shortly after the takeover. There was a voice speaking to them over the intercom, and the audio from the recording couldn’t have been more crisp.

      “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen,” said Serrano. “This is your new Captain Lucius Serrano. There’s been a slight change in plans. Instead of turning back to Earth, the Racine will be only making a brief stop at Vesta before changing course to the Dangallu system. My men and I are in complete control of the ship, and the majority of the former crew members are now dead, including the captain. One more thing. My men and I will be inspecting most of the landing-partners that were given out a few days ago. We’ll be taking the most attractive of them with us to Dangallu. If you try to resist, we’ll beat your face into a bloody pulp and then we’ll all take turns raping your landing-partner until she’s dead—”

      Belladonna was horrified. Her expression of triumph had morphed into one of total agony as she struggled to remove the P-com from her wrist, as if that would prevent her from learning the awful truth.

      “What the hell is this?” she shrieked. “What did you do?”

      “I’m just showing you what really happened,” said Alex. “Serrano was the one that took over the Racine, not me. That recording proves it.”

      “No! No, it doesn’t. You and Vitale doctored it in some fashion! It’s a fake!”

      Alex shook his head. “Neither Vitale nor I have the ability to do that. Any tampering with the footage makes the whole file unplayable. You would then need to request a duplicate.”

      “What game are you trying to play?” asked Belladonna. “What purpose could you have for showing me this? Are you trying to play me for a fool?”

      “No, I’m trying to show you the truth,” replied Alex. “It’s Serrano that’s been playing you for a fool ever since he got here. Everything that he’s accused me of, he’s been guilty of. It’s about time that someone showed you what was really happening.”

      “This can’t be right,” said Belladonna, taking several steps back. “It just can’t be. Not Lucius. You’re the bad one, not him.”

      “The proof is right there in your P-com,” said Alex. “You can watch the entire footage if you like. I’m sure you won’t change your opinion. If you have any questions, I’ll be happy to answer them.”

      With that, Alex left the unit, leaving her alone. Belladonna spent the next hour going over all the available footage. She watched Lucius and a group of men take over the bridge on the Racine, even roughing them up in the process. She also watched a final showdown between Alex and Lucius, with Jenna seemingly caught in the middle just before the ship was completely destroyed.

      The whole thing had her completely confused. When Lucius arrived home that evening, Belladonna was practically shaking.

      “What did you do?” she asked quietly, staring at him from the door.

      Serrano missed a step. His eyes bounced left to right. “What do you mean?”

      Belladonna shook her head as she pressed play on her P-com. The recording that he gave from the bridge started to replay again.

      In the process, Serrano turned nearly ghostly white.

      “You were the one responsible for the destruction of the Racine,” whispered Belladonna. “It wasn’t Alex Hawthorne. It was you after all. It was always you.”

      Belladonna expected him to deny it. She expected him to get angry, to throw things, and to make every argument in the book why the footage was wrong.

      What he did instead shocked her.

      “Yeah, I did it,” he admitted, shrugging his shoulders like it was some simple crime like leaving the toilet seat up. He stepped forward until he reached the table, at which point he placed both hands on it and looked at her.

      “Why, Lucius? Why did you lie to me?”

      “That’s not important, Belladonna.”

      She snorted. “How could it not be important? This whole time, I’ve believed a lie. What’s worse is that I spread that lie on my own accord because I trusted you.”

      “You can still trust me,” replied Serrano. “I have a plan that’s going to see a drastic change in our fortunes. A plan that’s going to get us away from the certain death that’s going to find us on this planet. A plan that has seen a lot of attention and focus over the last few months.”

      “Months?” shrieked Belladonna. “Just what are you trying to do? Wait, oh my god.”

      At that point, Belladonna realized the truth.

      Alex Hawthorne wasn’t trying to get access to the treasury.

      It was Serrano.

      “What are you going to do with the treasury?” she whispered.

      “Something that needs to happen. Something that’s going to set up our future for a very long time. You and I are never going to worry about money again.”

      Serrano started to walk around the table until he was standing directly in front of her. Using his hands, he raised her to her feet, looking down into her eyes with an uncompromising stare.

      “I know you love me,” said Serrano. “Don’t you?”

      Belladonna whimpered. Her confidence and anger was now melting as she stood in his shadow.

      “Tell me that you love me,” he commanded.

      Belladonna swallowed hard. “Lucius, you know this is crazy—”

      “Tell me!” he roared.

      She flinched back. “I do love you, Lucius. You know that.”

      He smiled back at her. “I do. And you know that I love you. Everything that I’m doing, I’m doing for us. You need to trust me. You need to trust in my love. Have you moved that gold yet?”

      “Moved it? Lucius, how can you ask that of me?”

      “If you really love me, you will move that gold like I asked. You’ve already told me before that you would do more to support me, didn’t you? Well, I need your support right now. I need everything you have. This plan is about to come together, and I need you to move that gold.”

      Serrano extended his hand to her. “Take my hand and tell me that you’re with me. We won’t need to say anything more about this. Take my hand and we will leave this planet behind. We will leave these people to their fate but we will survive. That’s all that matters, right? That we have a long, prosperous life together, right? Take my hand if you really love me.”

      It was a struggle about what to do. Belladonna’s eyes flickered toward his hand and his eyes for several seconds. Could she really do this? Knowing what she knew, could she really go through with this?

      Belladonna swallowed heavily and then did the only thing she could.

      She took his hand.
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      Alex was watching the clock like it was the most interesting program in the world.

      It was close to midnight on the date of the deadline given by the Ragga’mars. In just a few short minutes, the forty-eight hour window would be over, and Vesta would have officially rejected any terms of peace with the Jargars.

      It was a feeling of impending doom that really seized Alex at the moment. The entire colony felt it. A morose feeling descended on the entire city, even as a majority of the citizenry extracted what they could from the mines.

      Jenna was feeling it too. At the current moment, she was sitting with her legs in Alex’s lap. She was watching the clock as well, and there was redness under her eyes—a symptom of not having enough sleep.

      Though Alex would do anything to protect her, they were truly out of options. There was no way off this planet, and even if he had one, it didn’t mean he would take it and leave the Vestans to their fate.

      Time was slowly, inexplicably becoming their enemy.

      “What are we going to do, Alex?” she whispered as the clock showcased five minutes before midnight. “Where do we even begin?”

      “I wish I knew the answer to that,” he replied. “At this point, my only hope is that peace can prevail. That the Jargars won’t really attack.”

      “I hate feeling so helpless,” said Jenna. “Like there’s nothing we can do to change the outcome.”

      “Not unless we sneak away,” said Alex. “Go out in the wilderness again? We survived out there before.”

      Jenna smiled. “I don’t have bad memories of that time. I liked that it was just you and me for most of it, before we found Ellie. I found out so much about you during those few days. You weren’t the bad guy I was expecting to find.”

      “You really hated me back then,” said Alex with a laugh. “The first time we met on the ship, you could have killed me with your looks alone.”

      Jenna leaned her head against his shoulder. “And look at us now. We’ve come a long way. Even if this is the end of the road. As tempting as it sounds to leave the city, I don’t think I could do that. Vesta has become a second home. I couldn’t do that to my friends.”

      Alex started to nod. “I know what you mean. No matter what fate has in store for us, we’re going to face it in Vesta. One way or another.”

      Jenna let out a sigh and smiled. “It’s such a weird feeling.”

      “The feeling of hopelessness? Or futility?”

      “Both? It’s like nothing we do today will truly matter so why bother trying? If we’re going to die one way or another, why aren’t we living out the moments we have left to the fullest? Why aren’t we just going nuts?”

      “Going nuts in what way?” asked Alex.

      Jenna bit her lip. “Like why aren’t we having sex right now? Give me one good reason why.”

      Alex chuckled. “I can give you a hundred but needless to say, our impending doom doesn’t exactly make me horny.”

      “Knowing that I only have so much time left makes me kind of horny,” said Jenna, blushing as she said it.

      With those words, she stood up from the couch and wiggled her tiny shorts down her long, slender legs. Her panties went with them, completely exposing her from the waist down until she resumed her prior position with her legs on his lap. This time though, she spread her legs wider, and brought Alex’s hand against her sex. His finger slipped inside so easily.

      “You’re soaked,” said Alex, slipping another finger in as Jenna let out a shudder.

      “There are so many things that could potentially kill us before the week is out,” said Jenna as she lifted her arms up to remove her shirt, leaving her stunningly naked. “I just want to let loose on each other. I want to know that I did everything to the fullest, especially if this is the end.”

      Alex understood what she was getting at, but it was still a hard measure to swallow. What if Jenna had a point though? What if they owed themselves a little excitement too—a way of dealing with all the trouble they were in?

      Alex looked over at the clock and saw that it was now midnight.

      The deadline had officially expired. Now they couldn’t hold back whatever fate had in store for them.

      Jenna was anything but idle. Her hands were already moving quickly to remove the clothing from his body. When that was done, she wrapped one hand around his cock and tried desperately to bring it to life.

      “For tonight, I just want it to be you and me,” said Jenna in a husky voice as she stroked him. “No other distractions. No other thoughts of anything bad. Just you and me and our relationship.”

      Alex groaned as his cock thickened in her expert hand. “What do you want tonight, baby?”

      Jenna blushed as she averted her eyes. “I want do to something that I’ve been thinking about for a long time, Alex. Ever since I started to get to know you.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I want you to impregnate me.”

      Alex’s cock lurched in anticipation. They had to be the sexiest combination of six words that he’d ever heard.

      “It’s a hell of a time to do that, babe,” replied Alex. “With all that’s going on—”

      Jenna shushed him. “I know, I know. Forget everything that’s outside these four walls right now. Forget the Jargars. It’s just you and me tonight, right? And I want you to impregnate me. I want you to fill me with every drop of your cum, Alex.”

      With those words, she grabbed his big hand and placed it against her taut tummy. “Don’t you want to feel my belly swelling with our baby? Knowing that you were the one that did it? That you knocked me up? Made me pregnant?”

      Jenna then moved his hands upward to cup her breasts. “What about these? Don’t you want to see them full of milk? I always wondered if you would want to taste it when we did have a baby, but now that I’m not sure if we’ll ever see that day, don’t you want to pretend just for one night?”

      As erotic as the proposal was, it was kind of heartbreaking at the same time. They deserved all of those moments together. It was the future that had been promised to them, but it was also one that would seemingly be cut short.

      Why shouldn’t they enjoy the time they had left.

      “God yes,” breathed Alex as he pulled Jenna closer to him. Their mouths connected with passion seconds later, and Jenna moaned against him as she settled into his lap.

      From that moment on, there was nothing that could contain the passion they felt for each other. They kissed like a couple that had been denied the opportunity for a lifetime, exploring in a tender, loving, and yet exciting fashion that made Alex harder than steel. He could feel Jenna’s large tits pressing against his chest, giving him another thought of her nipples leaking with milk.

      And at that moment, he had to have her.

      He pushed her gently back against the couch, watching her blonde hair spread out under her. Crawling between her legs, Alex took his pulsating cock and nestled it between her slick folds.

      He couldn’t have slid in more easily thanks to her wetness. Jenna grabbed his neck and pulled him closer once they were one, running her hand along his cheek. Tears were in her eyes.

      “I love you so much,” she whispered once the first stroke was completed. “Please put your baby in me. I need it so bad, Alex. I need to be pregnant for you.”

      As if to emphasize her words, Jenna reached down and grabbed her legs with each hand, pulling them back. It changed the angle of his penetration, allowing Alex to get deeper, to hammer deeper.

      He took the cue for what it was and slammed his hips against her.

      Jenna’s eyes rolled to the back of her head. “That’s it, baby. Oh, fuck, just like that. Keep fucking me hard and then put all that cum in my pussy. Put it all in my womb, Alex.”

      Alex felt like a man that had been possessed. There was nothing on his brain, nothing beyond the incredibly primal urge of knocking up his woman. Time didn’t even matter. The only thing that did was the fiery warmth of Jenna’s welcoming body. He continued to slam into her until Jenna could barely even form words beyond simple whimpers.

      “Oh, yes, oh fuck, yes,” she whispered, holding her legs up to match the angle.

      Not content just to slam into her, Alex leaned down to capture her nipple with his mouth. Aroused by the idea of Jenna’s tits leaking milk, he suckled on it for several minutes before switching to the other one, all the while an orgasm wracked through her body like an explosion.

      “Alex!” she yelled as her body shuddered one, twice, and then three times. Her upper chest flushed a deep red in color before she suddenly went limp, melting into the couch. She looked so sexy like that, in her post-orgasm glory, but Jenna wasn’t out yet.

      Cracking open one eye, she locked her gaze on him.

      “Please fill me, baby. Give me your cum.”

      There was no way he could deny such a request, even if he wanted to. Operating on pure sexual instinct alone, Alex kicked his efforts into overdrive, hammering her poor body for all it was worth. In the process, he could feel an orgasm building, knowing it was exactly what Jenna wanted.

      It was like she could sense it too.

      “You’re going to cum, aren’t you? You’re going to fill me, baby?”

      “Fuck yes, I’m so close. I’m almost there. Going to cum so hard for you.”

      Jenna’s legs spread even wider, if that was possible. “Put it all inside me? Make me pregnant?”

      “Mhmm, all inside you. Going to knock you up.”

      Jenna let out a moan. “I need it so badly. I need it, Alex. Put your baby inside me.”

      It was those last five words that sent him barreling over the cliff. Alex let out a small roar as he came, shooting off his potent seed inside Jenna’s body. She finally let go of her legs in order to wrap her arms around his back, holding him inside her while he came.

      When he recovered his senses, Alex could feel her gripping him with his pussy, on and off, milking him of every last drop.

      There was nothing but adoration in her eyes. Adoration and love.

      “No matter what happens, we’ll always have this moment, right?” she whispered.

      Alex nodded, seemingly at a loss for words.

      It was the most beautiful and yet the most tragic moment of his life.
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      The morning following the expiration of the Jargar’s deadline started off poorly.

      Alex was in an antsy mood as he checked in on the VDF, wanting to make sure that every outpost was ready for action. He found his men in various states of preparedness, from those that thought the Jargars were just bluffing to those that expected to see them on the horizon at any moment.

      In his own mind, he didn’t quite know what to expect. Would cooler heads prevail amongst the Ragga’mars? Or would By’lok’nis get his way in the end?

      Either way, it made him feel unusually anxious knowing they might be living on borrowed time.

      One person that didn’t seem to be anxious in the slightest was another member of the Council. Alex had the misfortune of bumping into Serrano that morning, who looked like he didn’t have a care in the world.

      “What’s eating you, Hawthorne?” said Serrano as they passed each other. “You almost look like you might be troubled.”

      Alex was in no mood for games that morning, and it took everything he had not to pummel the man right there in the hallway.

      “A lot of people’s lives are at risk for what you’ve done,” said Alex. “By keeping the mines open, you’ve created the potential for war.”

      Serrano shrugged. “Oh, you’re talking about the Jargars, aren’t you? It’s a shame you’re taking that threat seriously.”

      “And you’re not? After they’ve already attacked us once?”

      Serrano scoffed. “They’ve already shot their load, Hawthorne. If they had the means to take over the city, they would have done so with the first attack. Their bluffing, and I’m surprised you of all people can’t see it.”

      “And say they’re not bluffing,” said Alex, getting in the other man’s face. “Then what? You really want all that blood on your hands?”

      That was when Serrano said something that troubled Alex greatly.

      “The blood won’t be on my hands, Hawthorne.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean? You voted to keep the mines open.”

      “So what if I did? Defending this colony is your job, not mine.”

      With those words, Serrano began to walk away, but not before Alex yelled out to him one more time.

      “Defending the colony is the responsibility of everyone that sits on the Council!”

      Serrano started to cackle with laughter. “If you say so. By the way, I wanted you to know that little stunt you pulled with Belladonna didn’t work.”

      Alex’s stomach dropped. “What are you talking about?”

      “Showing her the Racine footage,” replied Serrano. “Bold move. Unfortunately for you, Belladonna is in love with me. We’ve never been more united. In the next couple days, you’re going to see just how united we are. Do you feel me?”

      “What’s happening in the next couple days?” asked Alex.

      Serrano didn’t reply. He only wagged his finger in front of Alex’s face like he was an errant child. With those last words, he was gone, leaving Alex alone.

      Once he was gone, Alex couldn’t help but wonder about his statements. Why was Serrano acting this way? What was going to happen in a few days besides a Jargar attack? And how was it related to the Nash and the hacking?

      For a brief moment, Alex wondered if he was trying to get off of Vesta, but how would he do it? There were no vessels capable of leaving the atmosphere on Vesta at the current time.

      So what exactly was he planning?

      Alex’s next stop was to see Vitale. He found the man eating dinner in his laboratory alone. His face was pensive, and it wasn’t hard to see that he already knew the deadline had expired.

      “Ah, Alex,” said Vitale, a sad smile forming. “Want to share a last supper with me?”

      “Last supper?” asked Alex. “Who’s dying?”

      “We are,” said Vitale sullenly. “Or we will when the Jargars attack.”

      “Trust me,” vowed Alex. “We’re going to figure that out. I won’t let the Jargars destroy Vesta.”

      Vitale nodded his head, but if anything his body language showed he really didn’t have a lot of faith in Alex’s promise. Alex didn’t blame him. He was also finding it hard to believe the future wasn’t bleak.

      “I need your help,” said Alex. “Have there been any more incursions in the Vestan mainframe ever since Nash was released? I’m assuming no or else you would have told me?”

      “Nothing that I can see,” said Vitale. “All the web traffic I’ve seen so far has been totally normal. He hasn’t set off any alarm bells but then again, I wouldn’t expect him to. He already knows I’ve caught him once. He won’t be so stupid as to try the same method twice.”

      “And yet, I know he’s still doing something he shouldn’t be,” said Alex. “And he’s doing it for Serrano. How can we prove it? Especially if it’s something big?”

      Vitale thought for a moment. “If it’s something truly big as you say, there’s going to be a paper trail on his own computer. Whatever he’s doing or trying to get access to, it’s going to be in the logs for his personal device.”

      “Can you access that?”

      Vitale winced. “Not legally. Your personal data is just that—personal. It’s also highly protected under Vestan law.”

      “But could you access it if you wanted to?”

      “Alex, I could access the details of the Consortium’s last minutes if I really wanted to, but the problem is whether or not I want to be sharing a cell with Serrano. I don’t really want to be doing that.”

      “Something is at risk here though,” said Alex. “And we’re out of options and nearly out of time. I need to know what Nash has been doing. Whatever it is, Serrano is behind it, and he’s clearly up to something. He has a plan B, and I need to know what it is. I think he’s trying to get off Vesta.”

      Vitale gave him a long look. It was one that wanted to know just how serious Alex was about this.

      “If you get caught, you can put the blame entirely on me,” added Alex. “It was all my idea.”

      “I was already intending to do that,” said Vitale with a chuckle. “But are you completely sure about this? It might take me twenty-four hours to break that encryption but once we’re in, there’s no going back. Are you sure about this?”

      Was he really sure? Alex thought about everything that had happened since he came to Vesta—the Jargars, the VDF, Belladonna, and even Serrano. What if Serrano was actually the real threat against them?

      What if he was just as dangerous to them as the Jargars?

      If that was the case, he owed it to the colony to continue investigating him, no matter the cost.

      “Do it,” said Alex. “And let me know once you have something.”

      Vitale cracked open a soda and chugged half of it. He wiped away what was left near his mouth as he stretched out his fingers. “You got it, boss.”
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      Two biospheres away from Alex and Vitale, Serrano was also in the midst of executing a plan, one that had been many months in the works.

      “Are you done yet?” he snapped at Nash, who was once more typing away at the keyboard in front of him.

      “Almost in,” promised Nash. The man had a heavy sheen of sweat on his brow but otherwise seemed to be focused on the task at hand.

      Ross, who was next to Serrano, snapped his fingers. “Well, hurry up! We’re on a deadline. We need this transfer to happen immediately.”

      Nash didn’t respond but Serrano detected that his hands were now moving faster than they were before.

      It was imperative that they get out of Vesta before the Jargars attacked. With the ship due to arrive tomorrow, Serrano wanted to be long gone before another battle started. The transfer he was talking about was the full-scale transfer of the Vestan sovereign wealth fund into a private account owned by Serrano. Once that transfer was complete, they would be able to escape from the planet with all of its gold and credits.

      “There’s still too many variables that are unaccounted for,” Ross said to Serrano. “I don’t like letting things come down to the last minute.”

      Serrano grinned. “Don’t worry about it. The plan has come together just like we wanted it to. In twenty-four hours max, we’ll be on a luxurious ship with all the gold we can want. Vesta will be a forgotten memory and once we get to Dangallu, you’re going to have so many bitches trying to get on your dick, you’re going to get pussy-burn.”

      Ross grunted. “You make it sound so easy.”

      “That’s because it is. Keep the pressure on Nash and this is a done deal.”

      Despite the difficulty, it was nearly three o’clock in the morning when Nash said the only two words Serrano wanted to hear.

      “It’s done,” said Nash. “The transfer has begun. The money is ours.”

      As tired as he was, Serrano couldn’t help but grin.

      Everything was going to plan.
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      There was nothing quite like the rhythmic sound of flesh meeting flesh that seemed to dull the feelings of helplessness and despair.

      In this case, the flesh that Alex was meeting was Annette’s. It was early in the morning the next day, and neither of the other women had woken up yet. With all that was going on, sex would ordinarily be the last thing on his mind but Annette had other ideas when she slowly stroked him to hardness.

      “I need it so much right now,” said Annette as she bent over in front of him, exposing her rear. “Put it in me, Alex?”

      Turned on by the sight of her body, Alex grabbed her ass with one hand while the other guided himself into Annette’s wet pussy. They both groaned as their bodies joined together.

      “Fuck yes,” whispered Annette before she turned around to look at him. “Now pound me. Pound me hard.”

      Alex started off with a slower pace that quickly built up in intensity. Minutes after they’d begun, he was hammering her body from behind, using her hips as leverage to get a deeper stroke. All the while, Annette’s head was being pushed further into her pillow (not that she seemed to mind). The headboard was being slammed into the wall with every powerful thrust, and Alex knew he wasn’t going to last long inside her hot confines.

      When he started to cum, Annette pushed back on him as hard as she could. Their bodies froze in place, both of them enjoying the fleeting moments of mindless eroticism. After filling her body with his cum, Alex fell to the bed next to her as he tried to catch his breath.

      Annette’s legs fell down in the process, putting her flat on her stomach, but her eyes remained locked on him.

      “I really needed that,” she said, offering him a weak smile.

      “Why’s that?” he asked.

      “I just needed . . . a pressure release. Does that make sense?”

      “In response to everything that’s going on?”

      Annette nodded. “There’s just something about sex that makes your problems go away. At least temporarily. I don’t think of anything beyond chasing my own orgasm, which was really nice by the way. Thank you.”

      Alex chuckled. “Right back at you.”

      She let out a small sigh. “What do you think today is going to bring? At least there’s no chance of us getting any more bad news, right?”

      “I don’t know honestly,” admitted Alex. “The VDF is on high alert to keep us posted on any Jargar activity. We won’t be spread out if or when they attack. I’m also keeping an eye on Serrano.”

      Alex hesitated before finishing his thought. He was about to tell Annette about what he asked Vitale to do, about hacking into Nash’s personal files, but he knew the magnitude of the crime that it was.

      Still, the hunch wouldn’t go away. There was something there, and he had to find it.

      “I also did something else,” said Alex finally, telling Annette about Vitale and Nash.

      Annette bolted upright before the words were fully out. “Alex! You did what?”

      “I know, Annette. It’s illegal. But it has to be done.”

      “Alex, you could get thrown out of Vesta! You could be put in the same position as Serrano!”

      “It’s a risk I’m willing to take,” said Alex. “Listen, it’s not all bad. I know there’s something there. It’s a gut feeling that won’t go away. Serrano has a plan B, likely a getaway plan. I need proof of what it is.”

      “But Serrano is a councilor of Vesta,” said Annette. “Why would he plan to leave a place where he has power?”

      Alex shook his head. “It’s my guess that Serrano has had a plan since day one. He’s more resourceful than that. As long as that man is breathing, he’s dangerous. I should have killed him when we first got to Vesta, but the past is in the past now. If I find out that he has something planned, then I’ll kill him myself.”

      Annette didn’t like the direction this was going, and she pulled herself closer to him, clinging to his body. “I don’t like this, Alex. It exposes you to too much risk. I don’t like it at all.”

      “The fact is we’re all exposed right now, Annette,” he said quietly. “One way or another, something major is going to come to pass. If Serrano is involved, which I know he is, I’m going to kill him for it.”

      It took her a long time to respond to that. Alex could tell she was thinking it over as he watched her eyes bounce back and forth. Even after a few minutes though, she still didn’t have a rebuttal for it, but she surprised him when she changed the topic slightly.

      “There are times when I really want to leave Vesta,” she admitted quietly. “Get away from all this uncertainty. Leave all the danger just waiting behind the corner. I’m sure that living here has taken years off my life just because of the stress alone.”

      Alex propped his head up with his arm. “Where would you go if you could leave? Anywhere in particular?”

      Annette shrugged. “I’ve always wanted to see one of the more populated worlds like Emporium or Giliese 380. Maybe even Earth, where it all began.”

      “There’s not much left on Earth these days,” said Alex. “Slums more than anything, or those too poor to get a one-way ticket off the planet. Anyone with any semblance of money or power lives on the orbital ring. Earth isn’t what it used to be.”

      “Maybe,” she conceded. “But it’s not Vesta. And sometimes, I just want a one-way ticket to anywhere but Vesta. I know that sounds terrible coming from someone on the Council . . .”

      “You don’t have to apologize for being honest, Annette. I think those thoughts sometimes too. There are so many things that are wrong here. In an ideal world, there would be no Jargars. It’s just this version of events that truly sucks for all of us. We’ve had people like Belladonna and Serrano corrupt the good intentions of the Council.”

      “That’s what bothers me the most,” said Annette. “That I’m to blame for this mess. I’ve been on the Council the longest of anyone right now, except Ellie of course but she had that break that interrupted her seniority. I just fear that this is all my fault. That I should have been a better leader.”

      “I think we both know how that feels,” said Alex. “It’s a burden that we share equally. Will we be cursed one day as the ineffectual Council that let the city be destroyed?”

      Annette shuddered. “I don’t want to think about that. I can truly say I always voted for what I thought was best for Vesta. I never made a decision that I didn’t agree with personally. I don’t want to be thought of in that light, Alex.”

      Alex kissed her forehead. “I don’t think that we will. Our situation might look hopeless now but we’re still alive, right? And every minute that we’re still alive is another where we can find a solution to our problems. We have to keep fighting.”

      To his surprise, Annette started to smile. “How do you do that, Alex?”

      “Do what?”

      “Just make big, catastrophic problems seem not so bleak?”

      Alex stroked her bare back. “Maybe it’s just what you needed to hear to get through the day?”

      “Maybe you’re right. Maybe there’s still reason to hope.”

      At that moment, Alex felt the burden of duty on his shoulders. He would do everything possible to protect this woman, and the two others sleeping nearby.

      Even if it killed him.

      “We still have reason to hope,” repeated Alex. “You have my word.”
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      Nearly a kilometer below their feet, the Ragga’mars were preparing for war.

      In the depths of the cavern, a great host of creatures had gathered, all spurred on by the bloodthirsty rhetoric of By’lok’nis.

      Rekk’darsa watched on in muted apprehension as the war leader whipped his people into a frenzy.

      “The humans have killed the Ragga’mars!” roared By’lok’nis. “They have sullied our homes! They have killed the innocent! The time for peace is now over. We gave them every opportunity to avoid war but their actions tell me that they welcome war! Well, so we do!”

      Over a thousand Ragga’mars roared their approval for the message, making Rekk’darsa yelp in frustration. He turned toward his father, the Ab’Ragga, in despair.

      “There is nothing to stop him now, my son,” said the Ab’Ragga, no doubt sensing his frustration. “By’lok’nis now has the support of most of the Ragga’mars. There will be a war.”

      “A great many of us will die in that fight,” said Rekk’darsa. “For no reason. Peace should be given another chance.”

      “Peace would have been nice,” admitted the Ab’Ragga. “But we gave peace a chance and it failed. The Communicator failed to stop the mining of his people. Unfortunately, they will pay the ultimate price now. By’lok’nis controls their sympathies now. It’s only by a small miracle that he hasn’t not taken my place.”

      Rekk’darsa yelped and looked away. He knew that if the attack was successful, which it would be with this many Ragga’mars, By’lok’nis would have enough power to depose his father. This was just the prerequisite to taking the Ab’Ragga position for himself.

      “Many of you are here with mutilated bodies,” continued By’lok’nis. “You have destroyed your ears so that you might destroy the enemy. To those of you that have made that sacrifice, I thank you. Your people thank you. You will be the vanguard against the enemy, knocking down and destroying his noise towers so that we can attack the city! Every single one of you is a hero!”

      Rekk’darsa scanned the crowd after that statement. Over half of the Ragga’mars had their ears pinned back, the sign that they’d been mutilated for this attack. It was only because of their telepathy that they could communicate at all but with this attack, there would be nothing to stand in their way of destroying the entire city.

      “Glory to the Ragga’mars!” yelled By’lok’nis. “Glory to our people! We will avenge our dead and remove every last human from this planet! To war!”

      The assembled Ragga’mars shouted their approval again, which forced Rekk’darsa to turn toward his father once more.

      “You can stop this,” he said. “They will listen to you. You are still the Ab’Ragga, and there is still a majority of Ragga’mars who would still give peace a chance. If you called an end to this, they would listen to you.”

      “Would they?” asked his father. “You can see the look in their eyes, a look of mindless obedience. By’lok’nis has their hearts now, and soon he will have their leadership. There is nothing more that can be done at this point.”

      The Ragga’mars roared their approval again as By’lok’nis continued to whip them into a frenzy. Rekk’darsa wondered just how many of them would still be alive after this attack? How many of them would die needlessly for this bloodthirsty cause?

      “The Ragga’mars will go to war!” yelled By’lok’nis. “I am committed to this cause, committed as your war leader. I will see the humans punished for their crimes against the Ragga’mars. Are you with me? Will you join me in punishing the humans?”

      They roared together as one, leaving no doubt of their true feelings.

      Peace had failed.
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      For Alex, the day when all hell broke loose began very slowly, and he struggled to get out of bed even when the alarm went off. Much of that had to do with the way Jenna’s perfectly formed backside was pressing into his frontside, but even he couldn’t put off getting out of bed forever.

      He’d just gotten dressed for the day, finishing the act by strapping on his knife at his belt when a call came in on his P-com.

      It was Vitale, and it was the first signal that today would be anything but ordinary.

      “Alex, I’m in,” said Vitale, his mouth hanging open in disbelief.

      “In where?” asked Alex. “Nash’s computer?”

      “You better believe it. Get down here right now. You have to see this.”

      Before Alex could ask for details, Vitale had already hung up. Luckily, it was a short journey to his laboratory from Biosphere Three, but when Alex arrived, he found Vitale in a state the likes of which he’d never seen him in before.

      “What did you find, Vitale?” asked Alex, pulling over a chair. “What’s in here?”

      Vitale slowly turned his head to look at him. “Everything. Everything’s in here. I finally got into his computer, which was what took me so long, but you’re entirely right, Alex. They are up to something. They’ve completely drained the Vestan treasury. All of it.”

      “All of it?” repeated Alex. “How’s that possible?”

      “They used Serrano’s credentials to get access to it and then hid the access from plain sight. To anyone else, the treasury looked intact until you tried to make a withdrawal, in which case it bounces because there’s nothing in there. It’s all sitting in a private account that’s owned by one Lucius Serrano.”

      “So his plan was to rob the sovereign wealth of Vesta,” said Alex. “But why? Where could he go that we wouldn’t be able to find him?”

      “It gets worse,” said Vitale. “I did a comparison of what was left of the treasury compared to what had been approved for payout just in the last four months since the new colonists arrived. There’s a five million credit gap in the treasury that’s not accounted for.”

      “Five million credits!” exclaimed Alex. “Let me guess, it’s linked to Serrano as well?”

      “I even managed to pull up a crude receipt,” said Vitale. “He bought a spaceship. And he used his credentials as a Councilmember to authorize such a large transfer of funds.”

      “The Dangallu plan,” growled Alex. “So he’s still up to it after all.”

      “What’s the Dangallu plan?”

      “It’s the reason our colony ship was destroyed. Serrano tried to hijack it and reroute it to Dangallu, where he could be with other miscreants of his caliber. I thought getting to Vesta and being here might have put that plan to rest but he never stopped. It’s been his plan this entire time. He’s going to abscond with the treasury on this ship and take off for Dangallu.”

      Vitale’s eyes looked panicked. “And if he does, he’ll remove any hope of the colony’s survival.”

      “We can’t allow this to happen,” said Alex. “Can you put the money back into the treasury without them knowing? A reverse hack of what they did?”

      Vitale rubbed his forehead. “It’s possible, I suppose. But it’s going to take time. And who knows how soon they’ll—”

      Vitale never got a chance to complete his thought. His P-com dinged at that moment, and after checking it out, his eyes became the size of saucers.

      “Alex, you have to take a look at this!” yelled Vitale. “Oh my god, that’s incredible!”

      Alex had barely put his eyes on the message that made Vitale so excited when the ground underneath their feet started to shake. It only lasted a moment, and it was accompanying by a far-off explosion.

      Somewhere in the city, a loud noise ripped through the peaceful morning, catching their attention.

      “What the hell was that?” yelled Vitale. “Is it the Jargars?”

      “That wasn’t a pulse rifle,” said Alex. “And that came from within the city, not from the wall. Can you scan the camera network for anything unusual?”

      “I do, hold on just a second.”

      It only took Vitale a moment to pull up the camera feed, confirming Alex’s worst thoughts.

      “It’s Serrano and the MERF,” whispered Vitale. “They’re attacking the VDF.”
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      “Let’s go! I don’t have all day!”

      Serrano was already antsy as he waited outside of the VDF armory room, watching the time on his P-com. They’d already been gathered here for too long without results, and there was a sharp timetable now in progression.

      “What’s the holdup?” growled Serrano from inside the room. “Why isn’t this damn door open yet?”

      His question was met by a blank stare by one of the MERF members who’d been trying to break the electronic lock outside the cell. Across his shoulder was a pulse rifle—the result of their earlier raid on the watchtower, which succeeded in arming every member of the MERF with some kind of weaponry.

      “I keep trying to break the lock but it’s not coming off,” complained the MERF.

      Serrano shook his head. “Fine, then use something a little heavier. Use the powder.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea, boss?” asked Ross. “The powder is going to be noisier than shit. We’ll leave no doubt as to what’s going on.”

      “They’re going to know anyway once they find out what you did with the VDF at the watchtower,” said Serrano. “Now use the damn powder.”

      That seemed true enough. After arming themselves with the weapons, Ross instructed his men to tie up the VDF squad, all six of them that were manning that particular tower, to prevent them from alerting their comrades. Whoever found them would be able to put together what was going on pretty quickly.

      Pulling a small bag of fine white powder from his pocket, Ross set the bag carefully on the top of the lock. This powder was known for its explosive qualities, and it had been one of the scores they’d raided from the tower.

      “Okay, stand back,” said Ross. “Let me put the laser on it.”

      Serrano moved toward the opposite end of the hall to shield himself from the blast. The other MERF members moved down the hall, while Ross sheltered just behind the corner, but close enough that he could use the laser on his P-com to heat the powder on the lock.

      It only took a few moments for the powder to heat up enough to destabilize it. Once that happened, it exploded with enough fury and noise to completely destroy the lock and blow open the door. Smoke poured from the remains of the lock, and there was little doubt that the explosion was heard throughout a good portion of the city.

      Holding his breath from the smoke, Ross made his way forward. “Serrano, you all right?”

      Much to his relief, Serrano stepped forward.

      “Never better, Ross. Never fucking better. Now let’s raid what extra guns we can get. I want this armory fully empty by the time we take off!”

      He was tossed an extra rifle by one of the MERF. Serrano slung it over his shoulder as he strapped on his P-com (which was being held by Ross). He checked the device and started to nod.

      “Right on schedule. The ship is coming in for a landing right now. Right on top of Biosphere One.”

      “This couldn’t have been planned any better,” replied Ross. “Let’s get moving. We have some gold to move.”

      Just as the two men started to work their way toward Biosphere One, the sound of rifle firing came from directly behind them. The MERF members that were in that area were quick to return fire, and soon enough, a true firefight had broken out.

      “Who the fuck is shooting at us?” growled Serrano.

      “Probably some VDF who found out about their friends,” replied Ross while checking the power settings on his rifle. “I’ll go check it out.”
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      By the time Alex reached the scene of the crime, a fight had already broken out. He found half a squad of VDF soldiers hunkered down and shooting at several targets on the other side of a long hallway.

      It didn’t take long for him to figure out they were shooting at the MERF.

      “What’s the situation here?” asked Alex as he took cover next to one of the VDF. “What’s going on?”

      “It’s the MERF, sir! They’re in some kind of rebellion or something! Our squad went out to relieve watchtower six and we found them all tied up, as well as their heavy weapons entirely gone. When we asked them about it, they told us the MERF took all of it. By the time we located them, we heard the explosion. We’ve been shooting ever since.”

      “That explosion was to break Serrano out of jail,” replied Alex. “The entire MERF is now to be considered an enemy of the Vestan state. We need to take them out as well as their leader, Serrano.”

      The soldier nodded his head. “Understood, sir. No mercy for traitors.”

      “No mercy indeed.”

      Alex popped his head up to get a feel for the situation. Even with only six VDF firing on the MERF, there weren’t enough of them to truly pin them down. And that wasn’t mentioning the fact that Serrano needed to get to his ship. There were only so many places it could land in the city, and Alex needed to cut him off before that happened.

      “Hans, come in,” said Alex into his P-com. “I need a full squad pulled off the wall and assembled in Biosphere One right now. I need another full squad put on the quad. Have weapons ready and have the men authorized to shoot the MERF on sight.”

      Hans replied instantly. “What’s going on over there, sir? We’re hearing a lot of fire over here, and there’s that explosion too.”

      “Serrano has betrayed the entire city,” explained Alex. “We need to cut off his escape plan. Get the men into position as soon as you can!”

      Almost as soon as he completed the message, Alex had to scurry away from his position, as a well-placed shot from the MERF crumbled part of the wall he was hiding behind. The VDF pulled back slightly but the rate of firing was starting to die down, signaling that the MERF was making a break for the other end of Biosphere Four, where it connected to Biosphere One.

      “Push forward!” yelled Alex. “We can’t let them get away!”

      The VDF moved forward cautiously, moving down the long hallway to the jail cell where Serrano had been locked up until that morning. By the time Alex arrived on the scene, his enemy was long gone, moving closer to Biosphere One.

      He called up Hans to let him know that Serrano was coming but he was then faced with another call, this one from Vitale.

      “What is it, Vitale?” asked Alex. “We’re a little busy right now!”

      “You better get unbusy,” said Vitale. “A ship has just landed on top of Biosphere One. It looks like Serrano’s purchase has just arrived.”

      The news about Serrano’s ship kicked everything to a new level. With Serrano and the majority of the MERF making for Biosphere One, there was now the real sense that he could get away if they didn’t act quickly.

      And there was no way that Serrano was going to escape justice this time.

      “Hans, I need that squad in Biosphere One right now,” said Alex into his P-com as they moved toward the walkway between Biospheres Four and One. “We need to trap Serrano between us.”

      “Almost in place,” replied Hans. “Need two more minutes at most, sir.”

      “Make it one minute,” said Alex.

      Alex and the small group of VDF continued to move down the walkway until signs of the enemy appeared near the entrance of Biosphere One. The entire group hit the ground as pulse fire appeared above their heads.

      The group returned fire but it wasn’t enough for one man in the lead. He took a shot directly to the shoulder that killed him.

      There wasn’t any time for mourning. Alex grabbed his discarded rifle and began to shoot at them himself.

      “Keep up your fire, men,” he yelled as the fight became more intense. “We can’t allow them to get away.”

      By this time, there were two MERF who were hiding at the end of the walkway, firing just behind each corner at Alex and his men. For the most part it was covering fire, keeping them pinned down while Serrano got further ahead. Every once in a while though, they would peek their heads out to verify the VDF’s position.

      It was all the opportunity that Alex needed. He waited until the one on the left peeked out and took his shot, splattering the guy’s brains on the pristine, white wall behind him. His partner, either spooked by his friend’s fate or seeing that the position was no longer tenable, retreated into the biosphere.

      “We got them running, let’s go!” shouted Alex.

      Alex and the remaining members of the squad moved forward, ducking around the corner where the dead MERF member laid with what was left of his brains spilling onto the ground. They took up positions near the entrance of the biosphere when Hans radioed in.

      “Sir, my men have encountered Serrano and the others,” informed Hans. “We have contact near the north entrance.”

      “We’re on the western side,” advised Alex. “Keep up the pressure for me and get the other squad in from the south. We need to squeeze them between us.”

      “You got it, sir!”

      No sooner did Hans say it than Alex felt a wave of VDF reinforcements. Rick’s squad arrived from behind Alex, containing a few familiar faces with Jenna and Sam.

      “Glad you could make it,” said Alex dryly as Rick fell in beside him and started firing.

      Rick grinned. “You know how traffic is at this time of day!”

      Alex resisted the urge to smile but he was thankful as Jenna fell to his other side, giving him a look of confidence as she added to their fire. They downed another MERF member near the entrance to the growing fields when Alex got word that the last VDF squad was now in position on the south entrance.

      “We got ‘em now,” said Rick. “There’s no way they’re getting away.”

      Another member of the MERF was killed seconds later, allowing the entire group to move forward but it was the high-water mark of the day.

      At that exact moment, the call that no one wanted, and that Alex knew was coming, came in.

      Lt. Rob Decklan’s face came up for another call. He was as pale as a ghost.

      “What is it, Rob?” asked Alex.

      “Sir, there’s Jargars out here, maybe a thousand of them! Good stars in heaven, sir, I’ve never seen so many! They’re attacking the wall along the entire perimeter!”

      Alex’s stomach dropped. The long-awaited ultimatum from the Jargars was finally being enacted.

      And it came at the worst possible time.

      “Can you hold?” asked Alex, already knowing the answer before the words left his lips.

      “Not with these numbers, sir! There’s too many! I need reinforcements now! The Jargars with the mutilated ears are back. They are taking out the replicators one by one!”

      “Goddamnit!” swore Alex. If they took out the replicators, there was nothing to prevent this swarm of Jargars from becoming a tidal wave that took out the entire city.

      He looked around at the faces of the VDF gathered with him. All of them had heard what Rob said, but even worse, they could hear the firing now from the wall as more than seventy VDF opened up on the Jargars.

      Seventy against nearly a thousand Jargars.

      There were no other options at this point. The Jargars were the greater threat to the city at the current moment, and that meant all the VDF needed to be redeployed quickly.

      “Sir, the wall is breached!” said Rob. “We’re falling back to the biospheres!”

      There was only one thing to do at that moment.

      “Hans, come in,” said Alex. “I need everyone redeployed now. Pull back the remaining VDF to the biospheres and make use of the walkways as natural choke points. Abandon any plans to go after Serrano and the MERF right now.”

      “What about them though, sir?” asked Hans. “We can’t just let them get away.”

      “We’re not going to,” said Alex. “Rick, Jenna, and Sam are going to join me in going after them. The rest of you need to hold back the Jargars. When Serrano is dead, I’ll join you.”

      “Good luck then, sir,” said Hans. “Don’t let that son of a bitch get away. We’ll keep the Jargars out.”

      “Good luck to you too, Hans,” said Alex.

      When the transmission ended, Alex looked around at the squad and a half that were still with him. He pulled those coming with him to the side and then gestured to the rest of them.

      “Defend our city,” he instructed. “Make for Biosphere Five and contain any breeches. No heroics today, men. Fall back when you’re about to be overwhelmed. The city has many places for us to make a stand. We have a job to do.”

      The VDF gave a roar of approval, and they were soon led out by another lieutenant while Alex, Jenna, Rick, and Sam remained behind. No one was firing on them at the current moment, but that only meant that the MERF were getting further ahead of them.

      “Okay, just us four now,” said Alex. “We need to stop Serrano. Now, I picked this group because I know that you’re some of the best damn shooters in the entire city. If anyone can get the job done, it’s this group.”

      “You can count on me, Alex,” said Sam, nodding his head.

      Jenna put her rifle over her shoulder. “Let’s kick some ass!”

      Though the group was much smaller, Alex found that they worked together well in clearing a path through the entrance to Biosphere One. Along the way, Alex found several groups of Vestans gathered together, shocked and scared at all the fighting and the blaring alarms warning of the city’s attack. Something had to be done for them too.

      “Annette, where are you?” asked Alex, waiting for her hologram face to appear. When it did, he could hear the sounds of gunfire in the background.

      “Alex! The Jargars are attacking the city!”

      “I know,” he replied. “I need you and Ellie to get all the civilians to safety. Bring them as far into the city as possible but keep them away from Biosphere One. Your safest bets are Biospheres Two and Three. Have them shelter in place there until we’ve weathered the storm.”

      “No problem, we can do that,” said Annette, who then repeated the orders to Ellie, who was nearby. “Is Jenna with you?”

      “She is. We’re going after Serrano.”

      “Good luck, Alex. I love you.”

      There was something in her eyes as she said the words, something that went beyond simple fear. It was like Annette didn’t know if she’d ever get the chance to say it to him again, like this attack might just be the final battle.

      Alex was determined to never let that happen. There was no way this was going to be their end.

      “I’ll catch up to you when this is all over,” he promised. “Stay out of trouble for me, okay?”

      It seemed to be just what she needed to hear. Annette smiled and nodded and the transmission ended right there.

      “Alex!” yelled Rick, getting his attention. “Serrano and the MERF are making for the top of the biosphere right now. They’re going for the old starport!”

      “Let’s get after them!” replied Alex. “Quickly! While we still have time!”
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      Merely two biospheres over, Captain Hans Mueller was facing the greatest test of his life.

      He’d never seen such a sight in front of him before. There were countless numbers of Jargars, so many of them that they’d overwhelmed the out wall and watchtowers within minutes of the start of the attack. The VDF manning the wall had only just managed to pull back into the city, where they were sheltered by the outer biospheres, of which he was now located in Biosphere Eight.

      The biospheres wouldn’t provide safety for very long. All along their perimeter, the Jargars were now trying to barrel their way in, using their teeth, claws, and strength to damage the protective metal enclosure. Hans wasn’t so worried about the outer walls as he was about the entrances, since the Jargars had already demonstrated in the last attack that they could breach them with another brute strength.

      “Steady now, men,” he advised the two squads that were under his immediate command. They were positioned near the entrance, where a makeshift defensive wall had been established by grabbing whatever big furniture could be obtained from nearby housing units. If and when the front door was breached, they would be able to fire from all angles while keeping their protection.

      They would sorely need it with this many Jargars.

      The moment they were waiting for arrived more quickly than he could have imagined. The doors were beginning to be pried open by the Jargars, opening a small gap to the outside.

      “Pour fire into that hole,” he advised, being amongst the first to start shooting. “If any of these bastards get too close, kill them!”

      The VDF started to fire but it was the equivalent of trying to scoop water out of a drowned boat. No matter how many Jargars they killed, they still kept coming, opening the door a little wider each time.

      Finally, the doors couldn’t take the pressure any longer. They fully opened, letting in a swarm of Jargars at that moment.

      “Hold nothing back!” yelled Hans as limitless rounds of pulse fire punched into the attacking Jargars. At first it was just powerful enough to keep them from getting fully inside the door but for every Jargar they killed, three more replaced it. They couldn’t keep up the rate of fire to push them back, and the Jargars started to inch closer to their position. Even their bodies piling up near the doors weren’t stopping them, pushing the Jargars to leap over their dead to gain access and forcing the VDF to disperse their fire just to kill them.

      In the process, the concentration of fire on the entrance was greatly weakened.

      The moment of decision came when one Jargar, followed by another, leapt over the makeshift wall, landing behind the defensive position and forcing the VDF to deal with the threats in their rear. In the process, all cohesion was lost, even as the two Jargars were quickly dispatched.

      “Fall back!” yelled Hans. “Fall back to the walkway!”

      The VDF followed the order as soon as it was issued, knowing that this position would fall in a matter of time. They orchestrated a fighting retreat, moving along the white walls of the inner biosphere as the Jargars came after them. Though they had no protection as they moved backward, they were still able to channel the Jargars down the narrow corridors of the biosphere, regaining some of the concentration of fire they were lacking.

      And yet, the awful truth of the matter was realized once they reached the walkway.

      Biosphere Eight was now a complete loss.
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      “Hurry up, damnit!” snapped Serrano as his men lugged cases of their belongings up to the old starport. “Move your asses or I’ll leave you behind for the Jargars to feast on!”

      That seemed to have the desired effect as the MERF started to run for the ship. The operation was in full swing by now, and Serrano was supervising from the ground level of Biosphere One as the MERF carried out his orders. There were multiple things that had to be done before they could depart—the ship would need to be refueled, but thankfully fuel was brought with the delivery. Their belongings would have to be loaded onto the ship, but the MERF were carrying out that order right now.

      The last thing to do was to put all the gold on the ship, which Serrano had given to Belladonna to perform. He thought about giving the task to someone else, especially seeing how shaken she was from finding out the truth about the Racine, but she’d given him no inclination that she wasn’t still on his side.

      Nor did she when they met up moments later.

      “There you are,” said Serrano calmly as Belladonna arrived, looking haggard and frightened like the rest of the city’s residents. “Are you ready to depart this shithole forever?”

      “Serrano, what’s going on?” she demanded. “Why isn’t the MERF fighting with the VDF to protect the city! They’ve already breached Biosphere Eight.”

      Serrano shook his head quickly. “I have no intention of protecting this place, Belladonna. I’m getting the fuck out of here, and I’m taking you with me. We’re going to start over someplace where there’s no Jargars. And especially no Alex Hawthorne. Now, we need to get that gold loaded onto the ship. Did you do what I asked? Did you move it to the top of the biosphere?”

      Belladonna nodded which caused a smile to grow on his face. She could be trusted after all.    Finally, a loyal woman that he could count on.

      “I moved it like you asked but this is crazy, Serrano—”

      “It is crazy,” he interrupted. “But it needed to be done. Thank you for moving the gold. We’re going to start a new life together. Now let’s get the fuck out of here before it’s too late.”

      Belladonna didn’t say anything more but her eyes still looked frightened as she hopped onto the lift to take them up to the starport. The MERF would guard the lift until the gold was loaded and the ship was ready to depart. At this point, Serrano didn’t expect any further intervention from Hawthorne, especially with the attack by the Jargars in full swing.

      Everything was going just the way he wanted it to go. Maybe even better than he wanted it.

      Serrano wrapped his arm around Belladonna’s waist.

      “It’s only a matter of time now. I hope you enjoy seeing the stars once we get airborne. I know I will.”

      Belladonna swallowed heavily and looked away.

      He didn’t try to soothe her. Knowing what they were about to do, it made sense that it made her a little uneasy.

      She would understand once they were gone.

      Their new life beckoned.
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      “Jesus Christ, these MERF bastards are really pissing me off,” swore Rick as he shot another round at the hidden figures near the base of the lift for the starport. “They don’t know when to admit when they’re beat!”

      “I think they’re going to need a little more convincing,” said Jenna, getting several shots off on of her own. One of them connected, killing the MERF soldier instantly. She turned to look at the group. “Just like that!”

      “Great shooting, Jenna,” said Alex. “Let’s keep moving forward. They’ve been up there too long now and we need to prevent any further setbacks.”

      The last thing they needed was for Serrano to get away, especially with the city in its precarious position. Alex had been monitoring the chatter between his lieutenants and Hans, and the situation was currently stable but still on the verge of breaking down. The Jargars were in control of Biospheres Eight and Seven, having breached both of them in the initial attack. Hans had pulled his men back to Four, Five, and Two, where they had created another choke point with the help of walkways, but they were running out of biospheres to fall back on.

      What they really needed was to get to the top of that lift, but the position it occupied was a defender’s dream. Three more MERF soldiers were still holding the position, with two holding the corners while the third man held a raised walkway that allowed him a full view of the entire area.

      “We have to take out that man on the walkway first,” said Alex. “Otherwise, he’s going to have a straight shot at us from any position as we attempt to get close.”

      Rick looked over at the walkway and back to Alex. “How do you want to do it? We don’t have anything explosive that we can throw over there. Everything else is with the rest of the VDF.”

      Without something to throw, it really limited their options. Alex looked around to find some kind of advantage they could use, but he had to duck when more fire came their way.

      “Son of a bitch,” he swore before he raised his head again. “I just need to get a little height and I can shoot down at him.”

      “Alex, what if we boosted you over the wall over there?” offered Sam. “You’d be on your own once you were up there but it just might give you the height you needed?”

      Alex looked over where Sam was talking. It was a low point in the hallway where the hallway met an open area with old housing units along the walkway. There was a point where the wall didn’t go straight up, but stopped about ten feet up, finding a covered ceiling that was over one of the old units. From there, if Alex could get on top of the next unit, he would be able to crawl over to the edge, giving him the vantage point he needed.

      “Okay, but for this to work, we’re going to need three of us,” said Alex. He turned toward Jenna. “Keep up covering fire for us but keep your head down. Once I’m up there, I’ll send Rick and Sam back over to help you.”

      “You got it,” said Jenna. “Be careful, babe.”

      Alex gestured for the two others to follow him to the wall. “Okay, here’s what we need to do. We need two of us to get to the first level. That way, I have someone up here who can help boost me up to the second level.”

      Alex quickly sized up the two men, seeing that Rick was probably the strongest of the pair. “Rick, you’re with me on the second level. I’ll pull you up once you two help me get up there.”

      With the plan in motion, Alex tossed his rifle behind his shoulder and waited for Rick and Sam to put their hands together. He stepped into their joined hands and felt himself boosted upward. It didn’t take long for him to grab onto the edge and he was able to hoist himself upward.

      “Okay, Rick, give me your hand. Let’s do this.”

      With careful coordination, they managed to get Rick up there as well. The two men crawled toward the next wall, which was about four meters away due to the design of the biosphere.

      “This is where it’s going to get challenging,” said Rick. “I don’t know if I have enough strength to boost your big ass to the second level.”

      “You’re just going to have to make do with what you have,” said Alex. “Here, let’s try the hand technique that we did before.”

      Rick put his hands together and Alex stepped into it, trying to boost himself up. There wasn’t enough boost though, and Alex fell short. To make matters worse, their antics had drawn the attention of the MERF and they were now being fired upon.

      “Sam, I need you to open up more fire down there,” yelled Alex. “Keep them off us!”

      “Easier said than done, Alex!”

      Sam put up some more pressure but there were still random shots that kept getting fired in Alex and Rick’s direction. Finally, Alex grabbed his rifle and crept toward the edge, where he could just see one of the two guys on the ground.

      He only had a moment to make the shot before the guy on the walkway saw him. Thankfully, a moment was all he needed. The MERF yelled out in agony as the pulse fire ripped through his body, killing him moments later.

      Alex rolled away from the edge just as his previous position was peppered with fire.

      “That should do it for now,” Alex said to Rick. “Now I need to get up there.”

      “I have an idea,” said Rick.

      Rick squatted down as low as he could go and gestured to his shoulders. “Hop onto my shoulders. I’ll get better leverage this way.”

      “This makes me feel all kinds of wrong,” said Alex as he sat on his friend’s shoulders and felt himself lifted into the air. It brought him closer to the second level edge but not quite close enough.

      “I need you to jump, Rick. It’s the only way.”

      Rick grunted, already straining from the weight. “You better grab on when I do it.”

      Alex felt himself lower slightly as Rick prepared himself. Then they were both catapulted upward. It was just the right amount of height for Alex to wrap his hands around the edge. He fell off Rick’s shoulders and dangled against the wall before using his strength to pull himself up.

      “That was a damn fine jump,” said Alex once he was pressed flat on the ceiling. “Now get down there and help out Sam and Jenna.”

      “That’s the last time I do that for your big ass,” grumbled Rick as he jumped down.

      Now that Alex was in position, he was able to crawl his way toward the edge. There wasn’t much room for him to maneuver, but it was still possible to get there without being noticed.

      Finally, he arrived at the opposite edge, giving him a total view of the area below. He could even see the remaining MERF on the ground, as well as the man on the walkway. Not wasting any time, Alex fired off two shots that entered the forehead of the man on the walkway, neutralizing him instantly.

      His firing drew the attention of the man on the ground, who now pivoted toward Alex’s position but it was too late. Alex killed him before he got off more than a round in his direction.

      “We got them!” yelled Alex triumphantly once the way to the lift was cleared. “You guys good down there?”

      He received the last possible answer that he ever wanted to hear.

      “Alex, get down here please,” said Rick. “Jenna’s been hit.”
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      Alex’s heart nearly stopped when he heard that Jenna had been shot. He never moved faster than he did at that moment, leaping off the old housing units to get to the ground. He found Rick and Sam huddled around Jenna, who was lying prone on the ground, her golden blonde hair spread out around her head.

      He thought the worst had come to pass until he saw Jenna push up on her elbows and wince in pain.

      “Damnit, that stings so bad,” she swore, grasping at her arm.

      Alex fell to his knees beside her and quickly scanned her body for blood. To his utter amazement, Jenna’s wound was nothing more than a graze, cauterizing a small portion of her flesh on her lower arm.

      “Are you okay?” asked Alex. “Who got you?”

      “The last one that you killed, the one on the ground,” answered Rick. “We’re lucky that you killed him before he could get off another shot.”

      Lucky indeed. A few extra seconds and the outcome could have been completely different. Alex didn’t even want to think about what it could have been. Instead, he used a piece of fabric to tie around her arm, putting pressure on the wound.

      “Can you still fight?” he asked. “I can send you to the hospital now but if you can still fight, I could really use you right now.”

      Jenna bit her lip and nodded. “I can handle it. It’s not that bad.”

      “Come on, let me help you to your feet.”

      Jenna was able to stand moments later, and she picked up her rifle once more. She gritted her teeth when she raised her arm, but even with the wound, it didn’t seem to impact her mobility.

      “Just a little more fighting,” promised Alex. “The lift up to the starport is now clear. Serrano can’t have too many men left. If we can stop him now, we can remove this threat to the city permanently. We just need to get up there first.”

      All three of them nodded their heads, and Sam volunteered to lead point as they made their way to the lift.

      “Remember, Sam, this lift was designed for passenger traffic,” warned Alex. “As soon as we get up there, it opens up to a hallway which then leads to the holding bay. We won’t have much time to take cover before Serrano sees us and starts shooting. We’ll have to move quickly.”

      “So what you’re saying is hit the deck the moment the lift stops,” said Sam. “Got it. Let’s stop these bastards from getting off Vesta.”

      With those words, all four of them piled into the lift and Alex hit the button to start their ascent. As the lift rose, he couldn’t help but look out from the clear glass of the biosphere, where the battle was still raging with the Jargars a short distance away. Alex shook his head. Even if they managed to stop Serrano, there was still so much carnage that would need to be answered for.

      This was truly Vesta’s day of reckoning.

      The lift continued to rise, soaring above the height of all the other biospheres until it reached the top, to an area that was completely enclosed with solid walls on either side. Almost as soon as the lift came to a stop, the doors flung open, revealing two more members of the MERF who were positioned at the entry hallway.

      Almost as one, the group hit the deck and started firing while the MERF did the same. True to his word, Sam inched forward enough to take the point position, hitting the first MERF with a shot to the chest before redirecting his fire toward the other.

      In doing so, he pinned down that last man for long enough time for Alex, Jenna, and Rick to move forward, where their fire could be added to Sam’s.

      At that point, it was no contest. The MERF soldier was killed by several shots to the upper torso before his rifle fell quiet.

      “He’s dead,” shouted Alex as he pushed to his feet. “Let’s go!”

      They began to move down the hallway toward the starport and the storage facility. Alex knew they were getting close when he heard voices up ahead, yelling at each other over the ruckus.

      Unfortunately, that was when four more MERF soldiers appeared, causing them to drop to the ground again to fight for their lives.

      It was also the point when Alex heard Serrano’s voice above all others.
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      “Let’s go!” yelled Serrano to the MERF soldiers who were loading the ship. “I want off this fucking planet in the next ten minutes! Move your fucking asses!”

      At that very moment, another crate of gold was being moved from the storage area to the ship—the same gold that Belladonna had moved for him from the treasury. Though Serrano was still technically under the landing pad for the starport (and thus inside the biosphere), he was making use of a freight elevator system for loading these crates into the cargo bay of the ship.

      There were quite a few crates to go still, but Serrano was anticipating that Hawthorne and his VDF weren’t that far behind. When he heard the sounds of pulse rifle fire coming from the lift, he knew time was of the essence.

      “Nash, start loading crates too goddamnit!” shouted Serrano while he grabbed the nerd by the scruff of the collar and threw him in the direction of the gold. “I need every man to do his duty to me if he hopes to get on this ship!”

      Just behind him, the ship was already powering on, the engines being prepped by Ross from the command bridge. Everything seemed to be in place for an immediate take-off once this gold was finally loaded.

      Well, almost everything.

      Belladonna made her way down from the landing pad, descending the stairs until she stood next to Serrano as he monitored the loading of the gold. Her arms were crossed and her eyes were troubled, something that was noticeable to Serrano right away.

      “What are you doing out here?” asked Serrano. “Why don’t you get back on the ship? It’s safer back there!”

      Belladonna shook her head. “It just doesn’t feel right, Lucius. What are we doing right now?”

      Serrano gave her an incredulous look. “What the hell do you mean what are we doing right now?”

      “We’re stealing from Vesta,” said Belladonna. “We’re going to abandon our city to this terrible fate.”

      Serrano shook his head. “Fuck Vesta! Fuck this city and everyone in it! We’re going to get ours and that’s the only thing that matters. Why are you having such a hard time with that?”

      She shrugged. “Because it’s a terrible thing to do.”

      Serrano was dismissive of it. He waved his hand at the ship. “Get back on the ship, Belladonna. Your conscience will clear once we get our fresh start in a new world. At the end of the day, I’m doing this for us. I’m giving us a new beginning. I hope you’ll be able to see that in time or this relationship might not be as strong as I thought it was.”

      Belladonna didn’t respond to that. He thought she might eventually object when the sound of pulse rifle fire grew steadily closer. Just on the other side of the starport, where the hallway to the lift was, Serrano could now see the evidence of firing smashing into the solid walls.

      It was almost time to go.

      “Get back on the ship!” he roared as he gestured to the last MERF loading the crates. “We have to get out of here now!”

      Almost as soon as the words left his mouth, Serrano saw the last person he ever wanted to see come around that corner.

      Fucking Hawthorne.

      Gritting his teeth in anger, Serrano grabbed his own pulse rifle and fired off a blast in Hawthorne’s direction, missing him by centimeters.

      “You were stupid to come up here, Hawthorne!” yelled Serrano. “The entire city is under attack by Jargars and yet you’re here trying to stop me! I think you need to check your priorities!”

      Serrano saw one of Hawthorne’s lackeys, the man known as Sam, duck out from behind the hallway and follow Alex. Serrano got off another few shots but missed him before he hid behind some pallets that were used for storage.

      “You brought your friends too,” taunted Serrano. “How fucking noble of you!”

      Serrano redirected the MERF that were carrying the crates to his side, having them shoulder their rifles. If it was going to come down to another shoot-off, he was determined not to be outnumbered.

      “I see you even brought your bitch,” yelled Serrano, once he saw Jenna fall in behind Alex. “It’s a shame, I’d rather fuck her than kill her. But then again, I might still get the chance to do both before this is all over!”
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      Almost as soon as Alex heard the taunt about Jenna, he rolled out from behind the pallet and started shooting at Serrano. He moved quickly, getting behind another pallet just a short distance away, but it was clear now that Serrano only had a few MERF left with him.

      As long as he could keep Serrano pinned down here, that ship couldn’t take off with him.

      Alex’s movement set off a new chain of events, whereas the MERF moved forward from the freight elevator and started searching pallet by pallet for Alex and the rest of his team. There were at least twenty pallets in this section, but they would completely blow through those unless he came up with another plan.

      “Don’t worry, Hawthorne,” shouted Serrano. “I still have plenty of time to kill you before I need to catch my ship out of here. Your time is numbered!”

      With the MERF getting ever closer to the position that was now shared by Sam, Rick, and Jenna, it was imperative that he got them to cover. He waited until Serrano was looking on the other side of the room, where the MERF was clearing, before he gestured for Rick to hurry and cross to his side.

      Rick moved fast as he sprinted across, staying out of eyesight and taking a covering position on the other side of Alex’s pallet. In doing so, he opened fire on the MERF from a new angle, causing them to duck for cover. That lasted until Serrano noticed Rick’s new position and opened fire, causing him to duck too.

      “You’re just wasting everyone’s time now,” taunted Serrano. “Why can’t you just die like the useless fucker that you are?”

      Alex caught Jenna’s eyes and had her sprint across, especially now that the MERF was only two pallets away. She made it but not before drawing Serrano’s attention, and he narrowly missed her until she was back behind coverage.

      Unfortunately, Sam wouldn’t be nearly as lucky. Knowing where they were crossing now, the only thing Serrano had to do was wait until Sam popped out. Once he did, he was a sitting duck.

      Sam let out a loud yelp as he was hit by pulse fire from Serrano’s rifle. He lost his balance as he sprinted and fell against Alex and Jenna, having taken a grievous wound to the arm.

      “Sam!” yelled Alex. “Are you okay?”

      “My arm,” said Sam, dropping his rifle and using his remaining strength to hold his shattered limb. “I can’t hold my rifle. I can’t hold anything, Alex. I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t worry, Sam,” promised Alex. “This isn’t the end. We’ll get you fixed up, I promise.”

      Serrano must have seen his shots connect because he started to laugh. “Did I get that little bitch with my shot, Hawthorne? Is he dead? How bad does it hurt, Hawthorne? Knowing that you’re going to get all your friends killed and there’s nothing you can do about it?”

      Alex gritted his teeth. It was time to end this right now. He put his rifle down temporarily as he moved Sam to the other side of the pallet, protecting him from any reprisals from the MERF.

      “Just hang on, Sam,” said Alex. “We’ll get those wounds looked at. Just stay with me.”

      Sam gulped heavily and nodded, still clutching his arm. “Kill him, Alex. Get rid of that bastard once and for all.”

      “You got it, Sam.”

      Just behind him, Rick and Jenna were dueling with the remaining three members of the MERF, while Serrano kept getting off shots from the elevator platform. With Sam out of the way, Alex grabbed his rifle and sprinted toward another pallet, which gave him a shot at the MERF.

      Two more of the guys went down easily, leaving only one MERF as well as Serrano on the platform. Things were starting to look up in terms of numbers, but that was when things changed.

      “I’m not going to let you stop me, Hawthorne!” yelled Serrano as he pulled something out of his pocket. From this distance, it looked like a little bag of white powder, but Alex knew exactly what it was.

      “Have one last parting gift courtesy of me,” yelled Serrano as he tossed the bag in Alex’s direction.

      “Get down, get down!” yelled Alex but it wasn’t fast enough. Serrano shot the bag with his rifle, causing an explosion that ripped through the platform. Alex was thrown back, his body smashing against a pallet behind him. His ears rang with the sound of the explosion, and his head was dizzy from its effects.

      Looking around, Alex spotted Jenna not far away. She’d been the furthest from the blast, and although she was still thrown back, she appeared not much worse for wear.

      The biggest problem was Rick.

      “Rick!” yelled Alex, sliding over to his long-time friend, who was laying on the floor, not moving. Rick was covered in debris from the blast, which Alex tried to clear in a hurried manner.

      “Oh, no,” said Jenna, coming to a rest near Rick’s head. “Is he dead?”

      Alex felt for a pulse in Rick’s neck. He counted the seconds until he heard it.

      “He’s still alive but his pulse is weak,” he replied. “He’ll need medical attention quickly if he’s going to stay alive.”

      Jenna nodded and opened her P-com. “Let me get Kristina. She can get them to the hospital.”

      Jenna put in the call while Alex surveyed what was left of the ruined platform. Serrano and the remaining MERF soldier were no longer in sight, having already ascended the staircase to the landing pad for final departure. Serrano couldn’t have had many men left at this point but with him so close to leaving, there was no time to tend to Rick or Sam.

      “We have to stop him,” said Alex. “If we miss our chance now, we’ll never get another one.”

      Jenna nodded and checked her rifle. “I’m with you until the end.”

      They both stood and made their way to the staircase, covering each other’s blind spots until they could get to the top. There were two staircases until they reached the top of the landing pad, with a small, flat platform right in the middle. Alex could see someone’s head just out of reach at the very top, but they continued to move up until Serrano reappeared at the top of the stairs.

      “Why can’t you just die?” roared Serrano, unloading more pulse fire on them. Alex threw Jenna behind some debris from the explosion to protect her, and he only just made it behind it himself before Serrano’s fire peppered the position he was just in.

      “I’m going to make sure you pay for everything you’ve done,” yelled Alex after the fire stopped. “I’ll kill you before this is all over.”

      “You’re a man without a plan, Hawthorne,” replied Serrano. “And I have the only getaway ship!”

      “So was that your plan after all?” said Alex. “You never forgot the Dangallu plan?”

      “Never,” he replied. “I just needed some extra funding to make that happen, and I got it courtesy of the Vestan treasury.”

      Alex shook his head. “We would have caught you no matter what. And you’re not getting off this planet.”

      Serrano sneered. “There’s one other reason why I did this, Hawthorne.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I just wanted to piss you off just before I killed you.”

      Alex gritted his teeth and popped out from the debris, firing several shots in Serrano’s direction. Serrano hit the ground and crawled toward the edge, firing back and forcing Alex behind the debris again.

      “Doesn’t it feel like deja vu, Hawthorne?” taunted Serrano. “It’s just like what happened on the Racine, isn’t it? Dueling for supremacy, trying but failing to stop me from getting on this ship? You didn’t stop me back then and you’re not going to stop me now.”

      “This time, I’ll finish the job,” promised Alex.

      Serrano grunted. “You’ll certainly try!”

      Alex dashed out from behind the debris again but Serrano was already gone. Signaling Jenna, they continued to move up the staircase, making slow progress until Alex’s head popped up above the surface of the landing pad.

      And what an incredible sight it was. Not only was it the highest point in Vesta, but the ship that was docked on the pad was an elegant, sleek Starcruiser, one of the most common and popular ships of the time. Its twin engines were part of the swept wing structure, being able to use both dark matter and liquid hydrogen as fuel. Alex could spot several empty tanks of liquid hydrogen fuel off to the side, no doubt recently used in the ship’s refueling.

      The side door of the ship was still wide open, and Alex only got a brief glance of Belladonna and Nash, who were already inside. Belladonna ducked her head back inside but it was Nash in all his foolishness that decided to start shooting at Alex.

      It only took one shot to dispatch him quickly, and Nash’s lifeless body fell to the landing pad, never to move again.

      Even with Nash dead, Serrano was still the biggest threat. He could be seen hiding just behind the doors of the ship, taking pot shots at Alex while yelling at the pilot.

      “Get this thing moving already! It’s time to fucking go!”

      The engines started to hum faster as fuel was fed into them. Their exhaust was invisible, but Alex could feel the pressure against his body as he moved forward.

      If he didn’t act now, the opportunity would be lost forever. But even as he shot at the ship, the pulse fire bounced off the shielded hull like it was nothing. And Serrano wasn’t about to step off now that his ride was about to depart.

      There was only one thing to do. One of the fuel tanks of liquid hydrogen wasn’t quite empty. It was left right next to the ship, where a hose had been inserted into the side for refueling. Alex grabbed Jenna and ducked behind a piece of debris to shield their bodies as he took aim at the tank and fired.

      The beam of heated energy shot through the tank, igniting the fuel and causing an explosion that not only tore apart the landing pad but that thoroughly buckled the ship. The blast wave threw Alex backward, tumbling toward the edge of the pad while the ship’s engines groaned in complaint. Even the occupants of the ship were thrown out, especially those standing nearest to the side door like Belladonna and Serrano.

      There was nothing Alex could do to slow his body as it rolled toward the edge of the pad. There was just too much momentum from the blast, and he feared that it would blow him right off the top of the biosphere.

      It nearly did. He caught himself at the last moment, using both hands to grip the steel bar that ran just under the outer edge of the pad as his feet dangled in the wind. Nearly seventy-five meters below him was the ground, with nothing but air between them.

      The blast managed to carry Serrano’s body to a similar position. He nearly went over, but using one hand, he was able to hang onto the same ledge that Alex was holding onto, just a couple meters apart.

      Just in front of them, the ship started to rock with small explosions from the blast, especially as the fireball entered through the door and ruptured the unprotected inner piping and gauges. Another explosion from the ship caused part of the landing pad to crack.

      It just so happened to be the part where Serrano and Alex were dangling. If they didn’t move soon, the piece would crack in half and send them plummeting to their deaths.

      “Jenna!” yelled Alex, not seeing her body and hoping that she was still able to help him. “Jenna, can you hear me?”

      “Alex!”

      He turned his head, finding her just a couple meters away, her body pinned under part of the landing pad debris.

      “Can you get out of there?” he asked. “I need help! I need you to help me up!”

      Jenna tried with all her strength to budge the piece of steel but it didn’t move. She tried again, and again, and again, but each time she failed to muster enough strength to free herself.

      “Alex, I’m stuck! I can’t get out!” she said in a panicked voice.

      Alex swallowed heavily and couldn’t help but look down. Without Jenna to help him up, there was no way he could pull himself up from this position.

      Serrano was in a similar position, and he was calling for help from the only person around that might respond.

      Belladonna.

      She appeared near the ledge, standing on her own two feet and seemingly unaffected from the blast. She looked down where the crack was forming in the pad, and then down at Alex and Serrano dangling a short distance away.

      “Belladonna!” said Serrano. “Help me, baby. Help me back up? My grip is weakening!”

      As Serrano was yelling for help, Alex lost the grip on one hand. He gritted his teeth as he tried to hold on with his remaining strength but holding his entire body with just one hand was proving to be too much.

      This was going to be the end. Jenna couldn’t save him, and Belladonna would only be too happy to let him plummet to his death.

      But then again, why hadn’t she saved Serrano yet?

      When Alex looked over at Belladonna again, he was shocked to see that she was looking back at him. And she seemed to be muttering something under her breath.

      Serrano was losing his grip and his patience.

      “Belladonna, I need you! Help me please!” he screamed.

      And that was when the most surprising turn of events happened.

      Belladonna came forward to extend a hand in aid, but it wasn’t to Serrano that she made her offer.

      It was to Alex.

      Alex’s eyes went wide in shock as he saw her hand appear just in front of his face.

      “Take my hand! Quickly!” she urged. “You don’t have much time!”

      Saying a silent prayer that she wouldn’t let go, Alex reached up with his free hand and grabbed hers tightly. Belladonna winced in pain as she set her feet and helped to pull him over the ledge. When Alex’s feet reached the steel bar, he pushed against it, getting over the ledge and landing on the pad next to Belladonna.

      She yelped in pain as they both scooted away from the crack, which was deepening almost to the point of fracture.

      As Alex came to his feet, he couldn’t help but look over at Serrano, who was now staring at Belladonna with slack-jawed disbelief.

      “Help me?” he whispered to her as his eyes flashed with betrayal.

      When Belladonna didn’t move, Serrano lost all hope. His grip failed at that moment, sending him plummeting below.

      The last look in his eyes was of heartbroken disbelief.
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      Serrano’s death wasn’t accompanied by any grand explosions or jubilation. The roar of the battle with the Jargars could still be heard in the distance, as well as the subtle smell of burnt fuel in the air around them.

      Even with the moment of peace, Alex couldn’t quite wrap his head around what happened.

      Belladonna had saved him.

      Saved him over Serrano, who’d she’d been sleeping with ever since he arrived on the planet.

      How the hell did that happen?

      There wasn’t a chance to find out that answer just yet. Jenna was still squirming under the piece of the landing pad that had her pinned. Alex sprinted over to her side, and once she saw him, her eyes registered the same disbelief that he had.

      “Alex,” she whispered, her voice sounding relieved. “Oh, thank god.”

      “Hang on,” he promised. “I think I can budge it.”

      Using all his strength, he yanked the piece of twisted metal upward from her body, allowing Jenna to worm her way out. Once her legs had cleared, he let it drop. Finally freed, Jenna scurried to her feet and crashed into his arms, hugging him tightly.

      “Alex, I was so scared,” she said, her voice trembling. “I thought you were going to die. I thought I was going to have to watch you fall.”

      “Not today,” he promised. “I’m not going that easily.”

      Even as he held Jenna, there were still too many questions that needed answered. And all of them revolved around Belladonna.

      When Alex turned to face her finally, he found that Belladonna was already looking at him. There were tears in her eyes—tears that signaled a pain on an incredibly deep level. Alex recognized that pain.

      It was the same pain that he felt when he thought he lost Jenna forever.

      “Thank you,” he said to her finally. “I never expected this. Not in a million years but thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” replied Belladonna after drying her eyes. “He was just . . . irredeemable.”

      Alex raised an eyebrow which caused her to keep speaking.

      “After I saw the footage, the footage from the Racine, I realized everything I knew about him was wrong,” she explained. “That he was the evil man that I made you out to be. At the end of the day, he didn’t care about Vesta at all. He was entirely willing to let this city die at the hands of the Jargars as long as it meant he could get away. I couldn’t let that happen. Vesta is still my home.”

      “So this wasn’t a spur of the moment type of deal?” asked Alex. “He lost you days ago?”

      She nodded. “I’ve been doing what I can to sabotage him ever since. He thinks he was loading crates of stolen gold from the Vestan treasury.” Belladonna started to laugh. “Open up the crates. You’ll see they are mostly filled with rocks. The real treasury is in the storage vaults under Biosphere Three.”

      Alex couldn’t help but smile. “You’ve done an incredible thing today, Belladonna. Vesta is in your debt.”

      “We truly are,” added Jenna. “I never thought I’d be saying this, but I’m so thankful that you were here. I would have lost everything if not for you.”

      She matched their smiles. “I know I haven’t been the best leader for Vesta but I couldn’t leave the city like this. I figured once he found out about the gold, we’d be far away from the city. He’d probably kill me but at least Vesta would be safe from him.”

      At that moment, she approached the edge, looking down at the spot where Serrano’s body fell. “But then again, I suppose this works too.”

      She started to cry once more, but not before looking into Alex’s eyes. “I really loved him too. But I couldn’t follow him down this path. Not like this.”

      “Everything will be okay,” promised Alex. “This is for the best.”

      Belladonna nodded, but before anyone could speak again, two more figures appeared at the staircase.

      Kristina arrived while carrying Sam, his arm still wrapped from the wound he sustained earlier. She was holding her pulse rifle in the other hand while they limped together to survey the damage from the explosion.

      “What the hell happened up here?” asked Sam as he eyed Belladonna warily.

      “Serrano’s dead,” replied Alex before gesturing to the ship. “The ship looks too damaged to fly. Oh, and Belladonna is on our side now.”

      Kristina let out a surprised laugh. “Now those are some interesting headlines.”

      Alex was about to respond when a call came in on his P-com. He answered it and saw the holographic body of Hans appearing before him.

      “Sir, we could use any help we can get,” said Hans. “We are holding at Biosphere Five but we can’t hold them for long. They just keep coming, sir. There’s too many Jargars.”

      “Hold on, we’ll be right there,” promised Alex. “Hold those Jargars back as long as you can.”

      With the transmission ending, Alex looked at Sam and then Belladonna.

      “Can you two stay up here and make sure nothing happens with the ship?” asked Alex. “I doubt anyone is left alive on there, and even if they were, they most likely can’t take off. Even still, I want you to guard it for the time being. Think you can manage even with your arm like that?”

      “I can do that, Alex,” replied Sam.

      “Good,” said Alex before turning to look at Jenna and Kristina. “You two are with me. Let’s get down to Biosphere Five right away.”

      The journey from the starport to the ground level was a lot less eventful than it was on the way up. It was also a lot easier to get connected with Hans and the remaining VDF, who were hunkered down in Biosphere Five and shooting at the Jargars from three angles, funneling them into a kill zone where bodies were mounting.

      Even with the kill zone, they still looked moments away from being overwhelmed.

      “We have to do something, sir!” said a panicked Hans. “If this biosphere falls, we’ll have to retreat to Biosphere One. And then we’ll have just about nowhere left to go!”

      “We can’t let this biosphere fall then,” said Alex. “But we can’t stay here. The VDF will be overrun with Jargars if we don’t move.”

      As if to emphasize the point, Alex had to shoot at two Jargars who had managed to make it out of the kill zone. They made a beeline for his position before he was able to take them down, but if something didn’t change quickly, they would be out of options.

      “How many Jargars are still left out there?” asked Alex, looking out the glass of the biosphere. “Have we made any dents with how many of these bastards we’ve killed?”

      “Barely, sir,” replied Hans. “There’s still hundreds out there. Enough to kill us many times over.”

      Hans wasn’t exaggerating. The Jargars that were now on the city’s grounds were still nearly uncountable in numbers. And standing in the middle of all of them was none other than By’lok’nis, the leader of the war faction. Alex recognized him by the strip of red fur that shot out from his head, and he watched him for a moment as he directed the attack.

      That was when an idea started to form.

      “Do we still have the crawlers in the garage?” asked Alex.

      Hans nodded quickly. “Just one. Not sure what kind of shape she’s in though.”

      “Good, I have an idea,” said Alex as he pointed toward By’lok’nis. “That bloodthirsty fucker out there is the leader of their war faction. Maybe, just maybe, if I get to him and kill him, we might be able to stop this madness before it’s too late.”

      Hans gave him a doubting look. “You really think that’s all it would take?”

      “I have no idea. But we don’t have any other options at this point, do we?”

      “I suppose not. What do you need from us, sir?”

      “Just keep up your firing, and if you have to retreat, make them pay for every piece of ground they take.”

      “You got it, sir!”

      With those words, Alex once more turned to Jenna and Kristina. “I need a driver and another gunner. Are you two with me?”

      Even after everything they’ve been through, and knowing that this could lead to certain death, Jenna didn’t hesitate.

      “Until the very end,” she promised, putting her gun on her shoulder.

      Kristina echoed similar sentiments, and together the three of them dashed toward the garage on the other side of the biosphere, which was untouched by all the fighting. It was also empty considering the fact that every VDF soldier was currently fighting. Finding the closest crawler, Alex jumped inside with Kristina and Jenna close behind him.

      “Kristina, I want you to take the controls,” instructed Alex. “Jenna and I will both take a side on the weapons platform. The only thing I need you to do is get me to that Jargar with the red stripe in his fur.”

      “I can do that, Alex,” promised Kristina. “But you might want to buckle up. This is going to get a little bumpy.”

      No sooner had she said the words than the crawler sprung to life. Kristina pulled back on the controls, sending it dashing toward the garage exit while also engaging the vehicle’s legs that gave it the name. Alex felt the crawler spring up into the air as they moved out of the garage, and quite suddenly they found themselves surrounded by Jargars.

      He and Jenna started firing immediately. With Jargars on all sides of them, there was never any shortage of targets, and the crawler lumbered forward toward the walkway between Biosphere Five and Eight, where the VDF was still hunkered down.

      “Let us mow down these Jargars right here,” yelled Alex to Kristina. “We can take some pressure off the VDF!”

      She slowed down on the controls and allowed Alex to fire, mowing down Jargars who’d been attacking the biosphere moments earlier. With all the Jargars they’d killed, they were now becoming the center of attention for the creatures that were still alive, and the crawler buckled several times in quick succession as the Jargars leaped onto the legs of the vehicle in an effort to disable it.

      “Pick up speed, Kristina!” yelled Alex. “See if we can fling these bastards off the legs!”

      Kristina yanked back on the joystick which sent the crawler barreling forward. The movement managed to dislodge several Jargars in the process but more leaped onto the vehicle to take their place. At this angle, Alex couldn’t get a shot at them, so he didn’t even try. He just kept the gun firing as much as possible, mowing down any Jargar unfortunate enough to get in his way.

      “I see him, Alex!” said Kristina with some excitement. “I see the Jargar with the red stripe!”

      Sure enough, the crawler had made it around the entrance to the biosphere toward the mass group of Jargars where By’lok’nis was directing the battle. Not far from him, Alex could also spy the Ab’Ragga, playing a much more muted role in the battle.

      “Bring us around so I can get a shot on him,” yelled Alex. “If we kill him, there’s a chance we can end this all right now!”

      Kristina started to turn the crawler but the vehicle grinded to a halt at that moment. Alex looked all around to find out what the issue was, but it came from Kristina seconds later.

      “Alex, they’ve chewed through the hydraulics on the rear, left leg!” she said. “We’re losing power!”

      “Alex, there’s too many of them!” added Jenna. “I can’t keep them off of us. They are chewing through the legs on my side too!”

      Looking out the window, they were still a good thirty meters or so from By’lok’nis but by now, the crawler was swarming with Jargars on the outside of the vehicle. They started to lose altitude as the legs lost power, bringing the crawler lower and lower.

      Suddenly, one of the legs gave out entirely. In doing so, the entire rear of the crawler suddenly pitched all the way down, throwing Alex off his balance. Before he could even think to grab something to hold onto, he went flying backward, slamming into the rear doors of the crawler and bursting right through them.

      He fell about four meters into the ground, landing on his rifle with Jargars all around him.

      He quickly pulled his rifle out and started firing as a swarm of Jargars descended on him.

      It felt like the end. There was no way he was going to last more than thirty seconds in this onslaught.

      Was this really going to be his end?

      Alex couldn’t move fast enough as he rolled out of the way of yet another Jargar. They were all around him, swarming his position and treating him like a pack of cats that had just spotted the slowest mouse in the colony. His chances of survival were hopeless, and that was even after he killed several Jargars that had gotten too close.

      Just ten meters away, the hulking wreck of the crawler was now settling into the ground. The rear door that Alex had fallen from had landed in the clearing, locking the door shut and preventing any of the Jargars from accessing Jenna and Kristina. It was a small blessing, as Kristina soon switched to Alex’s weapons platform and began to fire out her side, joining Jenna.

      It was the equivalent of pissing into the ocean. There were just too many Jargars to make a difference, no matter how many of them that they felled.

      Only by a small twist of fate was Alex able to get to his feet and make a dash for the crawler. If he could at least push his back against the metal frame, it was one less side he had to defend.

      The problem with that logic was going through at least thirty Jargars to get there.

      However, there was an easier option. Just a short distance away, Alex spied the hulking form of By’lok’nis, directing the fight from his perch on the small hill between Biospheres Five, Seven, and Eight.

      If he could just kill the leader of the war faction, there was a chance he could end this fight. The Jargars had already taken grievous casualties in their fight against the city. Just how strong would their resolve be if the war leader fell?

      Alex made a dash for By’lok’nis’ position, having to kill two more Jargars in the process. It wasn’t without injury though, as another Jargar took out his legs, sending him tumbling to the ground and losing his rifle in the process. Alex grabbed his knife out of its sheath, but he still felt nearly naked without the protection of his rifle, which was now kicked further from his reach.

      He’d drawn the attention of By’lok’nis by this point, who opened his mouth and roared as he saw Alex approach. Any Jargars that were between the two leaders got the message, and they separated to open a channel between the two.

      “Communicator!” yelled By’lok’nis, his words imprinting on Alex’s brain. “You will die today for your crimes!”

      With only his knife to protect him, Alex couldn’t help but think that By’lok’nis was right. He had little chance of survival as the large Jargar set his feet and dashed at him at breathtaking speed.

      By’lok’nis’ shoulder barreled into Alex’s chest with the force of a full-speed crawler, sending him flying backward into the dirt. There wasn’t a chance of recovery either as By’lok’nis was on him again, using his large body to pummel him while Alex did everything he could to keep the beast’s jaws from ripping out his throat.

      “Die, you neemuh filth!” roared By’lok’nis. “You cannot win!”

      Alex’s strength was failing. The wicked teeth of the Jargar were inching ever closer and soon he would be powerless to stop him. Alex gritted his teeth as he used what remained of his strength to kick the Jargar in the groin, which caused By’lok’nis to lose his strong grip. In doing so, the pair flipped over once and then twice, before once more Alex landed on his back.

      “Your weak species is powerless to stop the Ragga’mars!” yelled By’lok’nis as his teeth once more inched closer to Alex’s throat. “You don’t have the strength to win this fight!”

      By’lok’nis was right about one thing. Alex’s strength was failing. He was never going to win in an all-out brawl with the Jargar.

      Not without a little help.

      If he could just free his arm from By’lok’nis’ grasp, he could wield his knife. But that would require getting out from the creature and preventing By’lok’nis from using his strength to regain control of the situation.

      But now that his legged was pinned, Alex couldn’t repeat his last move.

      There was but one thing left to try.

      Alex yanked his head back and caught the beast right in the nose with his forehead. By’lok’nis yelped at the sudden and unexpected attack, allowing Alex to repeat the headbutt again.

      It was the window of opportunity he needed. By’lok’nis recoiled briefly, loosening the grip on Alex’s arm. He was able to slip it out of his grasp and after pivoting the blade, jam it directly into the Jargars’ flank.

      By’lok’nis roared in pain as the blade tore through his flesh. Alex yanked the knife all the way up, creating a long tear in the Jargar’s most vulnerable spot.

      By’lok’nis pulled back suddenly in an attempt to get away from the blade but it was too late. The damage had already been done and the creature bellowed in pain as sinews of flesh were ripped out with the blade’s exit.

      With a superhuman yell, Alex tackled By’lok’nis and jammed the knife into the Jargar’s chest over and over again as the creature’s roars became more pitiful. Soon enough, the Jargar’s body stiffened and stopped moving, with one final yelp erupting from the war leader’s throat.

      By’lok’nis was dead.

      Alex staggered to his feet and held his knife out from him, its blade still dripping with the Jargar’s orange-colored blood. He expected the rest of the Jargars to attack him in a frenzy now in an effort to avenge their leader’s death but they only stared at him, completely unmoving.

      Even the battle stopped. The death of By’lok’nis hit the Jargars like a nuclear explosion. No one seemed to know what to do, allowing Alex a moment to catch his breath.

      It wouldn’t last for long. Just across the way, a group of Jargars were parting ranks, allowing a gap to open between them. When a figure finally emerged from the gap, Alex wasn’t surprised to see the form of the Ab’Ragga, with his son, Rekk’darsa, following just behind him.

      The Ab’Ragga looked down at the bloody and mangled body of By’lok’nis, leaving Alex to guess at what was going to come next. Would he order for Alex to be killed in revenge?

      Or was something else now afoot?

      “Alex Hawthorne, our paths cross again,” said the Ab’Ragga as his attention finally settled on Alex. “Much blood has been shed today between our two species.”

      “No more blood needs to be shed,” replied Alex. “We don’t need to be at war.”

      “We tried peace and it failed,” replied the Ab’Ragga. “And it has led us to this unfortunate result.”

      “It doesn’t have to lead us here any longer,” said Alex. “I can close the mines for good. There will never be a single human causing destruction to your homeland beneath the ground. If that is all that’s needed for peace, we agree to it.”

      The Ab’Ragga let out a small yelp. “And yet, you couldn’t promise me that several days ago. You didn’t speak for your entire city. Has that changed?”

      Alex nodded. “It has. The leader of our opposing faction has been killed. I can promise you peace if you’re willing to give it a chance.”

      “Give peace a chance?” repeated the Ab’Ragga. “So many Ragga’mars have died today. Should I stop the attack now and make their sacrifice be in vain? I’m not sure I could do that, Alex Hawthorne.”

      Alex looked at the surrounding dead around him. The Jargars had paid a terrible price today, but so had the humans in the colony.

      “We have all suffered terribly in this fight,” said Alex. “But cooler heads can prevail. You didn’t want this war either, but we were dragged into it by those who didn’t know or didn’t care about the consequences of war. And now you and I are in the position to speak for both of our peoples. These people all died so that we could have peace. Their sacrifice would not be in vain if we can end the fighting right here and now.”

      The Ab’Ragga let out a small yelp. “But would they accept the peace? Would they accept the sacrifice?”

      “Any sacrifice is worthy of peace,” replied Alex.

      The Ab’Ragga seemed to meditate on those words for several minutes, leaving Alex in agony as he tried to figure out which way they were going to go. He hazarded a glance to the wrecked crawler and found Jenna watching him with wide, panicked eyes.

      He didn’t want this to be her end. Nor the end for all those left in Vesta.

      Nor the end for the Jargars, especially if there was the possibility they could live in peace.

      Finally, the Ab’Ragga returned his attention to Alex after speaking with his son.

      “Peace then,” said the Ab’Ragga. “Those that wanted war have perished today. Those that want peace are able to live. We shall have peace between our two species, Alex Hawthorne. A peace that I hope your side will honor.”

      “We will honor it,” promised Alex. “There will be peace between us. You have my word.”

      With that confirmation, the Ab’Ragga let out a mighty roar that echoed throughout the entire city, catching the attention of every Jargar in the area. Almost as suddenly as they appeared that morning, they turned and started dashing for the foothills, leaving behind any progress they’d made in taking the city.

      Biospheres that were completely overrun were empty once more. Walkways that were swarming with Jargars were suddenly free of everything but the dead.

      As Alex watched in abject amazement, his P-com rang. A hologram of Hans appeared.

      “Sir, what’s going on?” asked Hans. “It’s like the Jargars are retreating, sir!”

      “They are retreating,” confirmed Alex. “Tell the VDF to hold their fire. We’ve made peace with them.”

      He could see relief flood the captain’s face. “Peace? Truly, sir?”

      “Truly, Hans.”

      Before long, the only Jargars left in the immediate vicinity were the Ab’Ragga and Rekk’darsa. They let out small yelps of their own before they turned to leave.

      Alex watched them get a few meters away before the Ab’Ragga suddenly turned.

      “We shall have peace now, Alex Hawthorne,” said the Ab’Ragga. “But this peace hinges on you. As long as you can keep your people out of the mines, peace will be maintained between us. Don’t forget the pledge you’ve given to us.”

      Alex nodded his head. “It won’t be forgotten. You will have peace now, Ab’Ragga. No more war.”

      The Ab’Ragga let out a small yelp and turned to face the horizon, slipping away with the others.

      Just like that, the Jargars were gone.

      With the battle over, Alex ran over to the ruined crawler and helped both Jenna and Kristina out of the vehicle. Both of them nearly knocked the wind out of him when they embraced him.

      “Alex, what you just did is . . . it was . . . I’m just speechless,” said Jenna once she finally pulled away. “You saved us today. You saved us not once but twice.”

      “It appears that the Jargars’ offer of peace was genuine too,” added Kristina.

      “We can only hope it holds,” replied Alex. “We’re going to have a lot to rebuild now. The city is largely in ruins.”

      That was practically an understatement. Three biospheres had been completely overrun during the attack. Countless VDF and a few civilians were dead. The explosion at the top of Biosphere One had punctured a hole in the roof.

      Vesta would be rebuilding for many months to come. That also became more readily apparent when Alex saw the small mountain of dead Jargars that had been left behind as he approached Hans and the remaining VDF that were holed up in Biosphere Five.

      “I thought I was never going to see you alive again,” said Hans, grinning from ear to ear as the victorious VDF surrounded Alex and the girls. At this point, there were now even civilians emerging from the city, and Alex soon spotted Annette and Ellie dashing to him as well.

      “Is it really true you can communicate with the Jargars?” asked one of the VDF members, Dave, the same one that had initially brought Alex into Vesta.

      “I can,” confirmed Alex. “I’m not going into details now but I worked out a peace deal with them. As long as we refrain from mining, the Jargars will never bother us again.”

      Those Vestans around him let out a joyous cheer that wasn’t about to stop anytime soon.

      “The Jargars really listened to you, Alex?” asked Annette. “This is serious?”

      “As serious as it can be,” replied Alex. “But I might need a little help.”

      Annette’s brow furrowed. “Help with what?”

      Alex grinned. “With getting it approved through the Council.”

      Annette started to laugh. “I don’t think we’ll have any problems with that.”
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      The next thirty days in Vesta brought along something that no one was familiar with—peace.

      For the first time in recent memory, there were no Jargar attacks on the colonists, not even a single sighting. There was also no hint of internal strife, no hackings or fights caused by any troublemakers.

      Peace had truly been found on Vesta, and the entire population pulled together to rebuild.

      That was what Alex was doing that morning. It was that time of the quarter and yet another trading vessel was parked on the Vestan quad. Alex was securing the glass polymer necessary to truly repair the hole that was made in the top of Biosphere One after the blast. He’d ordered the polymer not long after the battle and it was finally being delivered.

      “Are you sure that’s everything?” asked Ellie, who was giving him a hand with the load.

      “Looks like it,” said Alex. “That’s everything I ordered. Think you can help me get it over to Biosphere One?”

      Ellie smiled. “I’m sure I can do that.”

      It felt good to operate as a team again with Ellie. They’d spent a lot of time working on their frayed relationship, the result of being on opposing sides during the ultimatum vote. Things weren’t exactly perfect just yet. Although both sides understood why they voted how they did, there was a lot of pride wrapped up in their decisions. And that pride led to some resentment.

      “I never meant to hurt you,” said Ellie, when they talked it out. “Even though I know I did, I still hate what came between us.”

      “I have to admit, I’ll never look at you the same way again,” said Alex. “But I know why you did it now. And I don’t like feeling like we aren’t in a good spot. Hopefully we can keep working on it until we’re ready to truly move forward.”

      Ellie nodded. “The only thing I want is to move forward too.”

      Though the issue was far from settled, at least they had a road map for what the future looked like. And Alex knew that it would heal with enough time.

      Once the load was secure, Ellie had the moving droids take it inside the biosphere, which was now cleared of any external scars from the battle. Though there was still much that needed to be done, at least the city was starting to look like normal.

      “Alex!”

      Alex turned in the direction of the call, finding two sets of people making their way toward him. The first was Sam and his new wife, Adela, both grinning from ear to ear. Adela had only recently shared the news about her pregnancy, and there was no one in Vesta as enthusiastic about becoming a father as Sam was. For Sam’s part, his arm wound had been completely healed from the fighting.

      Well, almost completely. Sam had the doctors agree to leave behind a cool-looking scar, especially since Adela liked the look on him. Alex had no doubt this baby would be the first of many.

      The other group of people were even more familiar. Alex waved to Rick, Nikki, and Michelle as they made their way closer. Rick had certainly given everyone a scare when he was knocked unconscious during the fight with Serrano, especially when the doctors said his prognosis was only 50/50. Rick surprised them all though by making a full recovery, and he carried no external signs of his wounds from the battle.

      “What are you doing, Alex?” asked Rick as the groups combined. “You doing some shopping for the girls or something?”

      Alex chuckled. “No, they are on the other side spending credits like it’s going out of style. This load is for fixing Biosphere One. Once this piece is in place, the landing pad will be operational once more.”

      “What about that spaceship that Serrano purchased?” asked Sam. “I know that it needed a lot of repairs, and Vitale wasn’t certain whether he’d be able to get it working again.”

      “Still not sure about that,” said Alex. “Vitale has had a few other priorities since then.”

      “He’s earned it,” said Michelle with a laugh. “Especially considering he’s the only reason why the city is still running today.”

      “Not the only reason,” corrected Rick. “Alex can take a lot of the credit for that too.”

      Alex grinned. “It was Vitale’s money. I was just the one not shy about spending it.”

      That was just a little too true. The very important news Vitale received just before they discovered evidence of Serrano’s attack was the arrival of a purchase order for ten thousand units of Vitale’s modified Womb’an, which he’d taken to calling Perfect Companions. Seeing as most of the money for the units was for the operating system he’d developed, Vitale was able to turn a pretty hefty profit from the first order of ten thousand (and the second and third orders that had already followed).

      In doing so, Vitale became the richest man in Vesta practically overnight. He’d even shown his bank account to Alex, only to find Alex’s eyes bulge when he saw just how many zeroes there were.

      “And you’re completely sure about this?” asked Alex once Vitale told him what he wanted to do with the money. “The only way that we can quit mining altogether is if we take up another state enterprise.”

      “I’m happy to do it, Alex,” said Vitale. “Vesta has been my home for many years and now I’m in a place where I can finally give back. I want to nationalize my business and give the proceeds back to Vesta to keep her running. It only seems natural since this place has been my home for ten years.”

      “You’ve been giving back for quite some time, Vitale. Every piece of vital technology in this place Jargars your signature. You don’t owe this city anything.”

      Vitale shrugged. “Difference of opinion, I guess. I still want to make sure I’m doing my part.”

      With Vitale’s mind made up, Alex had a message sent to the Council that very evening. And when the projections from Vitale’s business proved capable of covering the colony’s expenses, there was no reason to mine in Vesta ever again.

      Speaking of Vitale, Alex spotted him nearby as he took a delivery of android bodies for the next batch of units. He said his goodbyes to Rick, Sam, and the women, and made his way over to Vitale.

      “That’s going to make a lot of Perfect Companions,” noted Alex as he looked at the crates.

      Vitale grinned. “You better believe it. This batch is getting loaded with the next software version too.”

      “Anything special about this new version?”

      Vitale started to turn red. “I made this feature where if they purchase two Perfect Companions, the girls will act in unison to give the threeway of your dreams. I call it the Helping Hands feature.”

      Alex couldn’t hold back his laugh. “I’m sure you’re going to make a lot of men happy.”

      “Women too!” added the mad scientist. “The male version of the Perfect Companion is already in the works. We’re going to dominate this market when it’s all said and done.”

      “I have no doubt you will, Vitale.”

      “Which, reminds me of something.” Vitale took a step closer. “I need a bigger laboratory. My lab in Biosphere Four is just about crammed to the gills and I need more space.”

      “Even more space after we knocked down the walls and gave you access to half the empty housing units in there?” asked Alex, raising an eyebrow.

      Vitale nodded his head dramatically. “Oh, yeah. In fact, I was hoping you might consider lending me Biosphere Nine?”

      “An entire biosphere? Are you serious?”

      “I can make good use of it,” promised Vitale. “And it is still sitting empty after all. No one will be too put out about it.”

      “You know you don’t really need to ask my permission, right?” said Alex, chuckling. “You are a sitting member of the Council now.”

      That had been another new development from the attack. The election that was held for Serrano’s old seat had been easily won by Vitale, giving Alex and his faction an overwhelming majority. Cassara, the only holdout from before, was much easier to work with (especially considering the fact that she was definitely afraid of Alex now that she had confirmation he could talk to the Jargars).

      “I just wanted to make sure I had your vote,” said a shy Vitale.

      “You always do,” replied Alex. “Never any doubt about that.”

      Vitale tipped his head in another direction. “I’m glad I don’t have to worry about her vote though.”

      On the other side of the quad were a small group of Vestans looking to board the trade ship before it departed. These would be people that weren’t coming back, and Alex was pleased to note that the crowd was relatively small. Standing in the middle of the crowd was Belladonna.

      She had several bags of luggage at her feet and even a backpack she was wearing. None of the other Vestans were engaging her in conversation, as Belladonna still had a very mixed reputation in Vesta.

      “I’m going to check on her,” said Alex. “I’ll see you later at the Council meeting.”

      After leaving Vitale, Alex walked across the quad until he reached Belladonna on the other side. She saw him coming once he was close enough, but when she looked at him this time, her eyes weren’t filled with hate.

      “Councilor Hawthorne,” she said, nodding her head with genuine respect.

      “What’s with the luggage, Belladonna?” asked Alex. “You’re not leaving Vesta, are you?”

      Belladonna took a deep breath. “Yes, yes, I am. I think it’s time that I left. I’ve done enough damage here after all.”

      “It’s only because of you that we were able to stop Serrano,” said Alex. “You’ve done the city a great service.”

      Belladonna snorted. “One good act doesn’t outweigh many bad ones. I’ve had a long, hard look at my time here, and I’m not happy with what I’ve done. I’ve had a lot of time for soul-searching in the last month, and I think it’s time I go somewhere new. Somewhere that I can start over. Somewhere I’m not so . . . hated. Maybe find out who I really am.”

      “You know you’re always welcome to stay though,” said Alex. “There are many Vestans who know the truth now about what you did. They won’t hate you forever.”

      Belladonna smiled at him. “I appreciate the offer, I really do. They don’t need me, especially now that they have you. I’ve heard a lot of people calling you a second founder of the city. You’ve become a guardian to Vesta. Almost like Allen Vesta himself.”

      “I don’t know if I would go that far,” said Alex, an easy smile on his lips.

      “I would,” said Belladonna, shocking him. “Besides, my mind is made up. Maybe someday I’ll come back to Vesta. Or maybe not. I just want to see what else is out there.”

      With those words, Belladonna surprised him again by giving Alex a hug.

      “Thank you for everything, Alex,” she said, surprising him again by using his first name. “Maybe I’ll see you again someday.”

      “I hope so, Belladonna. Safe travels.”

      When they separated, it was time to board. Belladonna walked onto the loading bay of the trade ship and after offering one last wave, disappeared from sight.

      It was truly a profound moment to see her leave. So many Vestans would never realize the truth of the sacrifice she made but to Alex, Belladonna was one of the reasons why Serrano was defeated.

      And he would always remember what she did for that city.

      It was another hour later before the ship was ready for departure. Alex watched from inside Biosphere Five as the great trading ship from Emporium lifted off, signaling the passing of another quarter in Vesta.

      And hopefully, it was the herald of many more to come.
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      Later that evening, Alex was spending the night doing what he liked best.

      “Oh, fuck, Alex! Right there, holy shit! Keep pounding me, baby!”

      The moans were coming from Annette, but she was hardly the only one enjoying the pleasure as Alex’s hips smacked against her ass. In fact, Alex could hear moaning coming from all the girls, spread out as they were in some kind of pleasure chain. On the other side of Annette was Jenna, who was currently being eaten by the lovely redhead. Jenna was doing the same thing to Ellie, who was in turn servicing Kristina.

      It was completely erotic and completely decadent at the same time, but it was the life that Alex thoroughly enjoyed. He enjoyed it so much that it wasn’t long before he was shooting off inside Annette, filling her pussy with every drop of his seed.

      “Oh my goodness,” said Annette, still struggling to catch her breath. “That never gets old. Never ever. No way.”

      “Glad you’re not sick of me yet,” said Alex with a laugh.

      “Are you kidding? I’m just waiting until you get me pregnant at this rate,” replied Annette as she rubbed her stomach. “I’m surprised I don’t have a bun in the oven yet.”

      “She’s not the only one,” added Jenna, taking a break from Ellie. “I’m looking forward to that day too. That’s going to be the best part of Vesta.”

      “What?” asked Ellie. “When we have so many kids running around here that we can’t afford to have sex in broad daylight anymore?”

      “Don’t worry, we can always have Kristina be our babysitter while we sneak off,” teased Annette.

      Kristina glowered at her. “You’re going to take plenty of turns as babysitter too. You’re not going to have all the fun without me.”

      “Kristina has a point,” said Alex. “I think she has you there, Annette.”

      Annette made a face but then started giggling afterward.

      “I really enjoy what we all have together. This is what I’ve always wanted. A family of our own, with people that I love more than myself.”

      “And a city that we can be proud of,” added Ellie. “Especially now that things seem to be on the right track.”

      “I’m with Annette on this one,” said Jenna. “I never thought in a million years that I’d be able to find happiness here. And I especially never thought I’d be watching my man fuck other women and enjoying myself while I do it. But here we are.”

      “But here we are,” repeated Annette, nudging Jenna while grinning. “You learned to share.”

      “I did too,” said Alex.

      Ellie made a mocking face. “Oh, yeah, I know how hard that was for you, Alex. It troubled you so much to get to sleep with all of us.”

      “And I’m still learning how to juggle all four of you without causing any trouble,” added Alex.

      Annette beamed with a wicked smile. “And I learned that four is always better than one.”

      Everyone laughed at that for a solid minute before Alex found the right words to say.

      “Either way, what we have I wouldn’t trade for the world,” said Alex. “And we really did it. We kept our freedom. We have all the time in the world to live our lives to the fullest.”

      Jenna hugged his side. “All the time in the world. That sounds amazing to me.”

      “And me too,” added Kristina.

      “Don’t forget me,” chimed Annette.

      “And hell, I better not be last!” said Ellie.

      It was a little chaotic but Alex loved every minute of it. This was his family now. And he looked forward to many long and productive years of peace on Vesta.

      He’d certainly earned it.
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      “Are we sure about this? After all, that doctor has been dead for more than six months. Maybe his report was wrong?”

      The lead researcher scoffed after hearing the question. “Dr. Barnes had incredible credentials before he was killed. He was way too good to be serving as a mere doctor on an old colony ship. I tried to recruit him to this program five years ago but he opted to stay where he was. Either way, I believe the report that he made. If he says this . . . man is an alien species, I believe him. It’s just amazing his transmission went through after all. Or else we would have no idea there’s an alien life-form practically in our backyard.”

      “I’m not sure I would describe Vesta as in our backyard,” said the female research assistant, the one who’d asked the first question. “It’s still twenty light-years away.”

      “True, but with our new FTL drive, that’s only a ten-day journey. And don’t forget, we are obligated to check out this creature. The Consortium has ordered our facility to catalog and make contact with all alien life-forms out there. Besides, this creature is so . . . intriguing. He looks like a regular human, and he was even living on Earth before going to Vesta. Can you imagine what this means? What if more of him can be found on Earth? How many are there in total? And most importantly, what are they?”

      “I still think we should wait for Dr. Wayne. He said he’ll be back from Crossroads in a couple months. If anyone would know what this creature is, it’s him.”

      The lead researcher scoffed. “I’m not waiting. Dr. Wayne isn’t as great as you might think.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” asked the assistant, clearly agitated now.

      “I’m just saying Stephanie, watch who you hitch your cart to. Dr. Wayne isn’t going to be on the forefront of any major discoveries any time soon. But us though? If we can capture this creature and study it, we might be able to learn a whole lot. We just might make the breakthrough of the year. Can you imagine what the Consortium might say when we finally put our hands on a real Atlantean? We’d be rewarded beyond our wildest dreams!”

      “I don’t care about fame,” said Stephanie. “I just want to understand what other life-forms are out there. That’s it.”

      “Oh, we’re going to find out all right,” said the lead researcher with a wicked laugh. “We’re going to find out all about this alien that goes by the name of Alex Hawthorne. And then we’re going to bring him back here to find out just what makes him tick.”

      As he said that, he drummed his fingers along several metal bars. It was a prepared enclosure, one where the occupant would be able to sleep and eat but also where it would keep them highly secure. To the lead researcher, they were called observation cells.

      But to anyone else, it was a cage.

      “Let’s set a course for Vesta,” said the lead researcher. “The sooner we get moving, the better!”

      The assistant could only reluctantly comply. “I’ll get the ship ready for departure.”
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      Thank you for reading this adventure.

      If you enjoyed this book, please leave a review!

      

      For more HaremLit content check out the following:

      Follow Dan Raxor here.

      Follow Tyler Bowman here.

      https://www.facebook.com/marcus.sloss.524

      https://www.facebook.com/RoyalGuard2020

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/dukesofharem

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlitbooks

      https://www.reddit.com/r/haremfantasynovels/

      www.royalguardpublishing.com

      

      Chat with us on Discord.
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